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In a flash, at a trumpet crash, 

I am all at once what Christ is, I since he was what I am, and 
This Jack, joke, poor potsherd, I patch, matchwood, immortal 
diamond, 

Is immortal diamond. 

— That Nature is a Heraclitean 
Fire and of the comfort of the Resurrection 




PREFACE 


Immortal Diamond: Studies in Gerard Manley Hopkins was 
conceived as an anniversary tribute to commemorate the one 
hundredth anniversary of the poet’s birth on July 28^ 1944. 1 The 
papers were, in fact, practically all completed in their present 
form during the year 1944. 2 War-time conditions, however, were 
the cause of many delays which made the appearance of the 
book during the anniversary year impossible. 

Existing conditions account in part, too, for the fact that the 
work of other competent Jesuit scholars is not here included. 
Pressure of work prohibited the writing of some expected studies 
and prevented the editor from securing the cooperation of other 
desirable contributors. War-time academic demands in Jesuit 

1 The date June 11, 1844, has been erroneously given for Hopkins* birth. 
This date appears in Father Lahey’s Gerard Manley Hopkins, published in 
1930, a nd may well have for either its remote or its immediate source the 
Balliol College Register referred to below. When the Times Literary Sup- 
plement used this date for Hopkins’ birth in its issue of June 10, 1944, 
Gerard Hopkins wrote as follows: 

Sir, — It is unfortunate that an error about the date of Gerard Manley 
Hopkins’s birth should have become current in his centenary year. It was first 
printed in the Balliol College Register, which gives June as the month of his 
birth. I have been at some pains to inquire into this matter, and wrote for 
information to the poet’s younger brother Lionel, who has just celebrated 
his ninetieth birthday. He replied to my letter that the family list of births, 
marriages and deaths contains the following entry: — 

Gerard Manley, son of the above; born at Stratford Grove, Essex, at 
4.15 a.m., 28th July, 1844. Baptized at St. John’s Church, August 24th, 1844. 

There can, I think, be no doubt that July and not June was the month 
of his birth. 

Yours faithfully, 

Gerard Hopkins 

Oxford University Press. 

* As a result, two important volumes on Hopkins, W. H. Gardner’s Gerard 
Manley Hopkins: A Study of Poetic Idiosyncrasy in Relation to Poetic Tradi- 
tion and Eleanor Ruggles’ Gerard Manley Hopkins: A Life , as well -as a 
number of recent periodical articles of significance could not be used by some 
of the contributors to this volume. 
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colleges and universities throughout the United States overbur- 
dened most teachers; chaplain’s work in the armed forces of 
the United States and added ministerial activities made schol- 
arly work unthinkable for many. Chaplain John Louis Bonn, 
U.S.N.R., was actually forced to complete his study, “Greco- 
Roman Verse Theory and Gerard Manley Hopkins,” while on 
active duty. Yet the cooperation of all concerned, including a 
number whose names do not appear, is a token of the esteem 
for Gerard Manley Hopkins and of the great interest in his writ- 
ing found among his fellow Jesuits in the United States. 

The history of Hopkins’ poems and the popularity which they 
now command constitute a literary phenomenon. The long Holy 
Saturday which the poems underwent after their creator’s death, 
coupled with the rapid spread of knowledge concerning them 
after their resurrection in 1918, has few parallels in English lit- 
erary history. The result is that the widespread interest in this 
small body of poetry on the part of almost every type of reader 
today 8 calls for studies in Hopkins by men who share the special 
background and training which was his. There are aspects of 
Hopkins which a Jesuit, naturally enough, is in the best position 
to understand. The essays in this volume will, it is hoped, provide 
a key to many of the beauties enclosed in the poetry yet locked 
to numerous readers. 

Some of the studies present, although in a rather indirect way, 
a general introduction to Hopkins’ poetic aims and techniques — 
e.g. those of Fathers McNamee, MacGillivray, and Noon. Others, 
such as the analyses of The Windhover , The Wreck of the 
Deutschland, and The Loss of the Eurydice, despite the fact that 
they are actually explications of the text and as such primarily 
interesting to readers well acquainted with these poems, should 
be valuable even to those unacquainted or but slightly acquainted 

8 The comprehensive bibliography herein given includes articles on Hop- 
kins from a number of college periodicals, devotional magazines, and even a 
few high school publications. These items when joined with those appearing 
in scholarly and literary periodicals there listed indicate the variety of readers 
to whom the poet appeals. 
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with Hopkins’ poetry. The two metrical studies included will 
appeal to a more limited circle of readers. 

The weakness of much work on Hopkins in recent years arises 
in part from one fact: the tendency of writers to snatch from 
Hopkins’ letters and notebooks a phrase or sentence here, another 
there (some even apparently contradictory) without considering 
them in relation to the poet’s views as a whole. It has been the 
aim of the writers in this volume to correlate in as careful a man- 
ner as possible all the available writings of Hopkins in relation 
to the topics they develop, and to view these against a back- 
ground of Jesuit life and activities with which they themselves 
are familiar through long personal experience. 

The importance of this background should be evident to any- 
one who has studied Gerard Manley Hopkins’ poems and has 
even cursorily read his letters or notebooks. It is equally evident 
from a perusal of John Pick’s valuable work Gerard Manley 
Hopkins: Priest and Poet or of Eleanor Ruggles’ Gerard Manley 
Hopkins: A Life. Although the latter work will necessarily prove 
unsatisfactory in many points to an educated Catholic reader, it 
manifests the careful endeavor of a non-Catholic writer to pre- 
sent the background of religious life and aims indispensable to an 
understanding of either the poet or his verse. 

Miss Ruggles’ book is but one instance of the increasingly 
sympathetic attitude towards Hopkins the Jesuit which is gratify- 
ing to members of the Society of Jesus. A comparison of the 
1944 anniversary tributes (such as those which appeared in the 
June 10th issue of the Times Literary Supplement) with many 
writings on Hopkins of a decade or more ago provides another. 
Then, to discover a non-Catholic instructor in a non-Catholic 
university writing a doctoral dissertation on the religious ideas 
in Hopkins’ poems from a sympathetic viewpoint; to discover 
further, as this editor has recently done, that the teacher re- 
ferred to chose this research topic because of disgust at the 
unintelligent prejudiced criticism of Hopkins as insincere or frus- 
trated, is significant in two respects. It proves that the apprecia- 
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tion of the poet as a Jesuit whose religious life and beliefs are 
the very stuff of his verse has progressed far in the past fifteen 
years; it proves, too, that the impact of the poems carries with 
it a strong communication of these religious truths and life to the 
intelligent, open-minded reader, even though he may not share 
the poet’s religious heritage. 

The contemporary interest in Hopkins 5 life and ideas, in addi- 
tion to the perhaps more widespread academic interest in his 
poetic technique, is also a consoling sign that a sense of spiritual 
values, in fact a sense of the true hierarchy of values, persists in 
many devotees of literature. Above the humanistic values which 
W. C. Brownell, Irving Babbitt, and Paul Elmer More strove to 
propagate in this country, and which Norman Foerster, Mortimer 
Adler, Robert M. Hutchins, and Stringfellow Barr, among others, 
are yet striving to promote, is the world of supernatural values 
which Gerard Manley Hopkins incarnates in his verse. The dis- 
covery of these in the poet’s verse has left a profound impress 
upon the lives of many of his readers. It has, in fact (so far as 
human judgment in these matters can determine), led a man 
who on the basis of his published writings should be ranked as 
the outstanding critic and interpreter of Gerard Manley Hopkins 
in England today to embrace the faith which the poet himself 
professed. 

But regardless of specific religious influence, discerning students 
of contemporary art and letters have no difficulty in recognizing 
one fact: in an era marked by abstract, surrealist, materialistic, 
and much intellectually and spiritually bankrupt indiscriminate 
art, the influence of Hopkins is a salutary one in English letters. 
The present volume will, it is hoped, bring readers to a clearer 
understanding of the verse he wrote and of the character of the 
man. He possessed the ideal, Ad Majorem Dei Gloriam , be- 
queathed to him by the founder of his religious order, St. Ignatius 
Loyola. He was motivated by the realization that this ideal could 
only be achieved — as Father Bums has pointed out in his essay — 
by denying himself, by sacrificing even the desire to write poetry 
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in carrying out the agere contra spirit of Ignatius Loyola and 
every true Jesuit. 

It is quite fitting that John Pick, author of Gerard Manley 
Hopkins: Priest and Poet, should introduce these studies written 
by Hopkins’ fellow Jesuits of a later generation. 

Norman Wbyand, S.J. 

Loyola University 
Chicago, Illinois 
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Received gold medal for Prize-poem “A Vision of Mer- 
maids.” 

Won an Exhibition for Balliol College. 

August, wrote to Cardinal Newman concerning his conver- 
sion. 

October, received into the Catholic Church. 

Spring, took a double-first in “Greats.” 

Autumn, taught at the Oratory School, Birmingham. 

Tour through Switzerland. 

May, decided to enter the Jesuit Order. 

September 7, entered the Jesuit Novitiate, Roehampton. 
Philosophical studies at St. Mary’s Hall, Stonyhurst. 

Taught Classics at Manresa House, Roehampton. 
Theological studies at St. Beuno’s College, North Wales. 
Ordination to the Priesthood. 

Preacher at Farm Street Church, London. 

Sub-minister at Mount St. Mary’s College, Chesterfield. 
Preacher at St. Aloysius Church, Oxford. 

Renewed acquaintance with Canon Dixon. 

Preacher at St. Francis Xavier’s Church, Liverpool. 

Third Year Novitiate, Roehampton. 

Taught Classics at Stonyhurst. 

Met Coventry Patmore while at Stonyhurst. 

Trip to Holland. 

Chair of Greek at the Royal University, Dublin. 

June 8, died. 
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INTRODUCTION 


John Pick 

A century has elapsed since the birth of Gerard Manley Hop- 
kins, and over twenty-five years have passed since the posthumous 
publication of his poems in 1918. Yet it has been only in the last 
fifteen years that his place in the stream of English poetry has 
been analyzed and assessed. Enthusiasm for his work has grown, 
but it has been refined and tempered, and the influence of his 
poetry has become ever deeper and more subtly pervasive. 

The main outlines of the history of his life are now the com- 
mon property of a large body of readers and admirers. They 
know that this sensitive and artistic young man, precocious with 
so many gifts and so much promise, was bom into Victorian 
England amid the warring schools of the aesthetic movement and 
of religious turmoil; that at Oxford he turned his back on his 
family and his friends and, following Newman’s lead, became a 
convert to Rome. They know, too, that he entered the Jesuit 
novitiate and spent his short life, so full of joy and so desolate 
with pain, as a Jesuit fulfilling carefully and scrupulously the 
duties of his high office until he met his death unacclaimed and 
unsung, yet believing always that “Immortal beauty is death with 
duty.” 

And they have grown also to realize that his real life was an 
inner life, was “in hiding,” but that in his poetry particularly is 
revealed the exaltation as well as the struggle which really was 
his life: 

But be the war within, the brand we wield 
Unseen, the heroic breast not outward-steeled, 

Earth hears no hurtle then from fiercest fray. 
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The story, too, that as a young man he was a conventional 
poetaster but that as a Jesuit he renounced poetry as a profession 
and henceforth considered it as secondary to that spirituality 
which ever after was his main concern, but that from time to time 
he wrote but never published those great poems which are now 
known as among the most intensely elaborate and yet most aus- 
terely stringent in the language — all these facts are also a part 
of the legend that has grown up around him. 

The keeping of his poems he confided to his life-long friend 
Robert Bridges, who in 1918, almost thirty years after Hopkins’ 
death, gave to the public that thin volume which has since won 
so many lovers. It has become a fashion among some unfairly to 
decry Bridges’ delay, but the Poet Laureate had long paved the 
way by gradually introducing his friend’s poems into various 
anthologies until he felt, towards the close of the first World War, 
that an era of poetry was under way that would be receptive to the 
poems of Hopkins. Nor was he wrong in his judgment. 

Yet the appearance of Bridges’ edition of the poems in 1918 
inaugurated a number of fundamental misunderstandings which 
only now are being dispersed. For Bridges was unsympathetic 
both to Hopkins’ religion and to his poetry. The latter, as is 
evident from his notes and comments, offended his sense of poeti- 
cal decorum and his critical orthodoxy. And it was impossible 
for the Poet Laureate to conceive that the poet was sincere in 
his religious tenets and aspirations. Various aspects of these two 
problems have been the predominant ones for some twenty years. 

On the one hand, Hopkins was adopted as almost an esoteric 
cult by a new generation of poets and versifiers, and his style was 
copied and heard in derivative volumes of verse. Yet it was with 
little real understanding of his sprung rhythms or of his syntactical 
audacities that others wore his garments. 

And on the other hand, the religious aspect of his life and of 
his poetry was twisted and distorted by an unsympathetic audi- 
ence intent on reading into his experiences and writings Freudian 
“complexes” and “repressions.” Some were shocked, in an almost 
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mock-puritanical manner, that here was a devotional poet so full 
of delight in the created world. Yet in Hopkins they failed to per- 
ceive how this was unified with his supersensuous vision. Others 
pointed their fingers at his famous “terrible sonnets” and said, 
“There is the suffering and the cry of impotence that must come 
from one who devotes himself to religious ideals.” 

And it has taken a long time for people to see that for Hopkins 
his religious vocation was an intensification and not a denial of 
life, and that his poetry was always an attempt to “Give beauty 
back . . . back to God, beauty’s self and beauty’s giver.” 

To this truer and more critical understanding great contribu- 
tions were made by the publication of his letters and correspon- 
dence, his diaries, notebooks, and sermons. On the foundation of 
these, and of the pervasive influence of the Spiritual Exercises of 
St. Ignatius upon which his whole view of this world and the 
next world was based, and as a result of the efforts of numerous 
authors of articles, critiques, essays, and studies — from these has 
emerged a very different man and poet from the one that con- 
fronted the startled public of the 1920’s. 

Now^it is no longer possible to think of his prosody, his col- 
loquial vigorousness, his rugged subtleties, his highly patterned 
verbal orchestration as elements unintegrated with his most basic 
conceptions of poetry and art. No longer can one speak of him 
as a chaotic eccentric. Rather, critics see how highly disciplined 
was his attempt to make poetry once more a living and vital 
expression of the genius of the English language. 

And critics can no longer speak of a conflict between his priest- 
hood and his poetry. The Hopkins we now know is an integrated 
character whose verse is a counterpart to his integrated vision. 
And he shines forth as one of the great religious poets of all time. 
Indeed, he can teach the world what is meant by the very term 
religious poet , for he is one of those few exceptional spirits who 
combine the characteristics demanded by that concept/ In Hop- 
kins will be found the unity of the poet and the seer, a unity which 
in the history of poetry is always needed and is always rare. 
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And the distinction of the present volume is that it emphasizes 
and extends the twofold and yet single truth: Hopkins was a poet 
and at the same time a priest. The following essays are contributed 
by men whose lives are lived within the traditional framework of 
Hopkins’ own religious ideals and who, therefore, have a sym- 
pathy and an insight with which the world of modern criticism 
is all too unfamiliar; they are written at the same time by men 
who know that his poetry is “the achieve of, the mastery of the 
thing.” Our understanding and appreciation and love of Hopkins 
and of his poetry should emerge with greater stature and with 
greater vitality. With a new meaningfulness we can reassert the 
lines that Bridges wrote in a dedicatory Sonnet to the 1918 
edition : 


Go forth : amidst our chaffinch flock display 
Thy plumage of far wonder and heavenward flight! 



IMMORTAL DIAMOND: 
Studies in 

Gerard Manley Hopkins 




GERARD MANLEY HOPKINS AND 
THE SOCIETY OF JESUS 

Martin C. Carroll, S .J. 

Thee , God , I come from, to thee go 

Gerard Manley Hopkins died in Dublin on June 8, 1889, just 
fifty days before his forty-fifth birthday. The last twenty-one 
years of his life were spent as a member of the Society of Jesus. Of 
these years it has, sadly enough, been said (F 249) : 

Humanly speaking he made a grievous mistake in joining the 
Jesuits for on further acquaintance his whole soul must have revolted 
against a system which has killed many and many a noble soul ; . . . 
To get on with the Jesuits you must become on many grave points a 
machine, without will, without conscience, and that to his nature 
was an impossibility. To his lasting honour be it said he was too good 
for them. . . . 

To the minds of many Hopkins “chose, though he could not have 
preferred, the lonely and unresponsive corridors of a Jesuit 
house” ; Y and “the rigid and pitiless Society of v Jesus” 2 “ex- 
hausted, discouraged, and perhaps destroyed him.” ^ Finally, the 
“pathos and the waste of such a situation” have so affected the 
well-meaning world of literary criticism thatf'the twenty-one years 
which Hopkins spent as a member of the Tiociety of Jesus are 
generally considered to have left him “a frustrated voluptuary, a 
genius blasted by asceticism, a soured and disappointed man^) 4 

1 Plures, “Father Gerard Hopkins,” Dublin Rtview, 334 (July-Sept., 
19*0), p. 56. 

* Ibid., p. 49. 

* Theodore Morrison, “The Man of the Month, Gerard Manley Hopkins,” 
The Atlantic Monthly , Sept., 1935. 

4 “Editorial Comments,** The Month, 166 (Dec., 1936), p. 487. Though 
this summary is of The Month, the sentiments, of course, are not. From the 
first it has pioneered in censuring such easy dramatics. 
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Now such an attitude on the part of critics is regrettable, tor 
it is unjust to Hopkins and to the Society of Jesus. It leads to the 
type of criticism which makes something all right or all wrong, 
all black or all white; or to borrow, not unkindly, from Hopkins 
himself (B 275. May 25, 1888) : 

... a criticism that they sling about between the bursting Yes and 
blustering No, for want of more things to say ... it reminds me of 
my aunt’s questions when she went shopping with her mother as a 
child, Is goose a poultry?’ — not an unreasonable question in itself 
and even philosophical, for strictly speaking everything either is or 
is not poultry, but for the purposes of criticism not enough. . . . 

Hopkins once expressed to Bridges his passion for explanation 
which, unless it be “personal, is always pure good,” and without 
which “people go on misunderstanding” (Ibid.). One is tempted 
to believe that thus far there has not been enough explanation of 
the kind of life which Hopkins led once he became a Jesuit. For 
it is evident that much of the criticism levelled at the Society of 
Jesus and its role in Hopkins’ life has arisen simply from misun- 
derstanding and not from ill will or prejudice. All pay deference 
to the heroism and sanctity which Hopkins achieved as a Jesuit, 
and in an indirect and involuntary way, therefore, to the Society 
which the poet loved. But still there has been too much misunder- 
standing because there has been too little explanation. Until this 
misunderstanding is removed by proper explanation there will 
always be at least a hint of truculence in the approach made to 
Hopkins by those not of his faith. 

How then explain, without becoming personal or without draw- 
ing yet another caricature of the real Hopkins and his real life? 
The problem can be solved by the correct use of two ready in- 
struments. The first of these is the poetry of Hopkins. F. R. Leavis 
tells us that i|^IIe is a poet because his interest in his experiences 
is not separable from his interest in words,” 5 and we know from 

5 F. R. Leavis, New Bearings in English Poetry (Ghatto and Windus, 
1932), P-13* 
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other sources thatjnany of the poems which HjDp^ were 

autobiographical. jUonsequently it is possible to learn much of 
Hopkins and thfdociety of Jesus by a close examination of his 
poetry, and this has already been done. Not without danger, 
however, for it is easy to slip into the error of many critics by 
whom “the poet’s inner life has been reached through the poems 
and the ideas found there applied to the poems.” 6 A corrective 
to this circular procedure is necessary, and happily it is found in 
a second instrument, the letters which Hopkins wrote to his 
friends and the notebooks and journals which he kept throughout 
his life. Not all of these have survived. It is now known, for exam- 
ple, that Hopkins’ spiritual diary was mistakenly returned to his 
family after his death. Acting on instructions written on the fly- 
leaf, his two sisters burnt the diary without reading it. Further-, 
more, many of his letters, especially those which he must have 
written to his immediate family, are not available. The handicap 
of working without these aids is often felt. This, however, is as 
Hopkins desired it, as it should be; and it is good to know that the 
advent of a poet’s fame does not strip a man of all right to privacy 
or to the secret possessions of his own soul. With what we have we 
can be content. It will not, perhaps, give us a full and complete 
picture of what Hopkins called (N 309-310) : 

. . . my selfbeing, my consciousness and feeling of myself, that taste 
of myself, of I and me above and in all things which is more distinc- 
tive than the taste of ale or alum, more distinctive than the smell of 
walnut leaf or camphor, and is incommunicable by any means to 
another man . . . except so far as this, that other men to themselves 
have the same feeling. 

Yet though the picture may not be full it will be true, for it is the 
picture drawn by Hopkins of himself as a Jesuit, 

. . . while there went 
Those years and years by of world without event. 7 

0 Harris Downey, “A Pioneer of Poetry,” The Commonweal , Apr. 13, 1934. 

7 St. Alphonsus Rodriguez. 
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It is the picture of his odyssey from God — through the years of 
his conversion to the Catholic religion and his vocation to the 
Society of Jesus, through the years of his quiet study and ac- 
ceptance of the ideals of the Society as a novice, through the 
years of his preparation for the priesthood as a philosopher, 
teacher and theologian, through the years of his poetry and his 
priesthood — to God. 


i. CONVERSION AND VOCATION (1866-1868) 

It is the summer of 1866, and a young man of twenty-two, 
who has just finished his third year at Balliol College, Oxford, 
is writing to Newman (F 1 1. Aug. 28, 1866) : 

I am anxious to become a Catholic, and I thought you might pos- 
sibly be able to see me for a short time. ... I do not want to be 
helped to any conclusions of belief, for I am thankful to say my mind 
is made up. . . . 

To understand this decision of Hopkins it is necessary to go 
back a number of years to his student days at Highgate. What 
manner of boy he was is revealed by one of his fellow students 
(F 248-249) . Hopkins, we are told, had by far a higher standard 
than that of his fellows, as, for example, when he persevered 
in reading regularly a part of the New Testament despite some 
minor flurries of ridicule from his roommates. He was loved and 
respected for his goodness and consistency, but these qualities did 
not detract from his popularity. In the face of personal injustice 
he was aroused mightily, and it seems that it was his misfortune 
frequently to run afoul of the authorities. On one occasion he 
had the entire school talking about him as the result of a bet he 
made after a conversation on seamen’s sufferings and human 
powers of endurance. He felt that abstaining from all drink for 
three weeks was “the most trifling ludicrous little thing” (F 2. 
May 7, 1862), but his masters did not agree with him; and from 
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this point on, it seems, the atmosphere was so charged with mis- 
understanding that Hopkins could later say: “The truth is I had 
no love for my schooldays and wished to banish the remembrance 
of them . . (D 12. Oct. 5, 1878). 

There can be little doubt that during his Highgate and Oxford 
days religion was a compelling force in his life. Abstaining from 
water could be a trifle, but only because it was his custom to fast 
frequently, so much so that his mother found it necessary to forbid 
continuance of the practice (F 60. March, 1864). He obeyed 
her, but during Lent it was by adept compromise of cutting out 
desserts and sugar and rationing himself to meat once a day (Jnl 
53) . During a stretch of minor illness he read Romola and made 
himself wretched over the fall of Savonarola, “the only person 
in history (except perhaps Origen) about whom I have a real 
feeling, and I feel such an enthusiasm . . . that I can conceive 
what it must have been to have been of his followers” (F 7. Jan. 6, 
1865). His religion was more than enthusiasm about externals 
and he was deeply attracted to union with God through the life 
of the sacraments. In the summer of 1864 he tells his friend 
A. W. M. Baillie that he has written some religious poems “of a 
very Catholic character” which deal with the sacrament of the 
Eucharist (F 66. July 20, 1864). Towards the end of the same 
year he is confessing to Canon Liddon; in his journal (Jnl 41) 
he refers to March 12, 1865, as “A day of the great mercy of 
God” and thereafter mention of similar confessions occurs from 
time to time {Ibid. 42, 53). As early as the autumn of 1865 he 
is considering the possibility of leaving the Church of England: 
“Note that if ever I should leave the English Church the fact 
of Provost Fortescue is to be got over” {Ibid. 52). Finally, his 
conversion to the Catholic religion, when it came, “was all in a 
minute” (F 17, Oct. 4, 1866). The decision was actually made 
on July 17, 1866 : 


It was this night I believe but possibly the next that I saw clearly 
the impossibility of staying in the Church of England, but resolved 
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to say nothing to anyone till three months are over, that is the end 
of the Long, and then of course to take no step till after my 
Degree. 8 

The secret did not keep for long; a week later Hopkins reveals 
it to W.A.C. Macfarlane, who jots it down in his diary for 
July 24, 1866: “Walked out with Hopkins and he confided to 
me his fixed intention of going over to Rome. I did not attempt 
to argue with him as his grounds did not admit of argument” 
(F250). 

What were these grounds of Hopkins which did not admit of 
argument? Some very capable attempts have been made to isolate 
the motives for such a drastic step. The Oxford Movement of 
Newman, whose books Hopkins was reading, Tractarianism and 
Ritualism had all Oxford in a ferment, and it was inevitable that 
the student should consider his position as a member of the Estab- 
lished Church. It has been shown how “the young Oxonian, 
under the impetus of religious asceticism, chose the way of re- 
nunciation.” 9 Attention has been drawn to the fuller vision of 
the sacramental life which opened before him, 10 and was then 
dimmed and clouded as a result of a conversation with Canon 
Raynal of the Benedictine monastery at Belmont, who impugned 
the validity of participation in the Anglican Communion (L 21-* 
22). Hopkins began to feel within himself an urgent desire for a 
visible, manifest church and creed, and finally, “trusting his be- 
lief that Christ had founded a church . . . and drawn ever 
mystically toward God, even through Nature,” 11 he became a 
Catholic. 

The reasons for Hopkins 5 conversion to the Catholic Church 

8 Unpublished Journals recently discovered in London by Anthony 
Bischoff, S. J. Hereinafter referred to in text as (UJnl). 

9 John Pick, “The Growth of a Poet, Gerard Manley Hopkins, S J.,” The 
Month , 175 (Jan., 1940), p. 41. See also John Pick, Gerard Manley Hopkins , 
Priest and Poet (Oxford University Press, 1942), pp. 9-15. 

10 Egerton Clarke, “Gerard Hopkins, Jesuit,” Dublin Review, 396 ( Jan.- 
March, 193b), P* 129. 

11 Daniel Sargent, Four Independents (Sheed and Ward, 1935), p. 127. 
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were the customary ones; some were apologetic, others more 
deeply personal. The former are seen for the most part in the 
exchange of letters between himself and Canon Liddon which 
his imminent reception into the Church occasioned. From the 
beginning Hopkins seems to have been certain as to the authority 
of Rome (F n. Aug. 28, 1866). He was more concerned with 
the manifest notes of the Church than with the need of historical 
and other investigations (F 256. Oct. 20, 1866). That the 
Church which Christ founded was one, holy, catholic and 
apostolic he did not doubt, and gradually it became clear to 
him that the Catholic Church alone, in its visible existence, pos- 
sessed these notes. His assimilation of this truth is evident in a 
number of letters written at this time to E. W. Urquhart, who 
was considering a similar step Romewards. He felt that such * 
apologetic arguments were unassailable, but, even more than 
these, deeply personal motives influenced his decision. The young 
student’s apologetic reasoning had made the assent of faith in- 
tellectually possible; it remained for prayer and meditation and 
the grace of God to elevate this possibility into moral and psy- 
chological necessity. The wellsprings of this necessity were varied. 
For one thing, he found the grace of the sacraments indispensable 
for spiritual growth. As early as January, 1865, he comments 
bitingly on the lack of honest and manly opposition displayed by 
those who oppose the growth of sacramentarian and sacerdotal 
elements within the Anglican church (F 8. Jan. 6, 1865). It was 
in the following summer, after his conversation at Belmont, that 
he first began to realize that he had mistaken the shadow for the 
substance, and after his conversion he wrote to Urquhart (F 34. 
Dec. 31, 1867) : 

I am glad you go to confession although there is nothing of a 
Sacrament in the ordinance as you use it, but still it has its value 
ex opere o per antis and in some cases the shadow of Peter may cure 
where the touch of Peter is not to be had. But this kind of reasoning 
is dangerous and likely to mislead. 
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Hopkins himself had found the substance by following the 
shadow and by humble meditation on his own unworthiness, as 
is revealed by a fragment found in his journal (Jnl 51. Sept. 28, 
1865): 


Trees by their yield 
Are known; but I — 

My sap is sealed, 

My root is dry. 

If life within 
I none can shew 
(Except for sin), 

Nor fruit above, — 

It must be so — 

I do not love. 

The consciousness of his own barrenness led him to describe him- 
self as “by the mercy of God ... a penitent waiting for ad- 
mission to the Catholic Church” (F 13. Sept. 20, 1866). But 
his approach is not negative: “. . . one is sure in these cases 
that one is not alone but then if ever the saints and one’s guardian 
angel are praying for one” (F 16. Sept. 24, 1866). This help 
from on high manifested itself in a clarity of vision transcending 
the triviality and sordidness of life as men must lead it. The 
triviality, he felt, was corrected and avenged by the doctrine of 
eternal punishment and by a belief in the future life as taught by 
theology, but more especially by the incredible condescension of 
the Incarnation in which Our Lord submitted not only to the 
pains of this life and the Passion but also to the mean and trivial 
accidents of humanity (F 8. Jan. 22, 1866). As for the sordidness 
of things, which one is compelled perpetually to feel, he believed 
that it was (F 79, Sept. 10, 1865) : 

the most unmixedly painful thing one knows of: and this is (objec- 
tively) intensified and (subjectively) destroyed by Catholicism. If 
people cd. all know this, to take no higher ground, no other induce- 
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ment wd. to very many minds be needed to lead them to Catholicism 
and no opposite inducement cd. dissuade them fr. it. 

These and similar considerations prepared his soul for the touch 
of the finger of God which, when it came, had the inevitable 
force of a summons from heaven. He realized the silence and 
severity of God in a moment of prayer that answered the search- 
ing questions of his heart (F 37. June 13, 1868) : 

Will it comfort you at death not to have despaired of the English 
Church if by not despairing of it you are out of the Catholic Church? 
— a contingency which by the fact of doubt you contemplate. Will 
God thank you for yr. allegiance and will He excuse you for it? He 
asks obedience before everything else. Make half an hour’s medita- 
tion on death and suppose you have received what you call the last 
sacrament: it will then occur — perhaps this is not a sacrament and if 
not it is a mockery to me and God; secondly, if it is, perhaps it is 
received in schism and I have wounded my soul with the ‘instru- 
ment of salvation’: this perhaps which gives little trouble on an 
ordinary Sunday will be very terrible then . . . above all things 
say Domine quid vis ut faciam? Say it and force yourself to mean it. 
Until you prefer God to the world and yourself you have not made 
the first step. 

Hopkins’ answer to the question Domine quid vis ut faciam was 
his reception into the Catholic Church on October 21, 1866. 
Henceforth he could with confidence sing (Jnl 26) : 

He hath put a new song in my mouth, 

The words are old, the purport new, 

And taught my lips to quote this word 
That I shall live, I shall not die, 

But I shall when the shocks are stored 
See the salvation of the Lord. 

The motives which impelled Hopkins to enter the Catholic 
Church have been considered in some detail. They form a neces- 
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sary introduction to his life as a Jesuit, since his conversion and 
his subsequent vocation, though separated by two years, seem, 
nevertheless, to have been the result, under God’s grace, of the 
same intellectual and volitional drive. Less than two months after 
becoming a Catholic Hopkins was advised by Newman : . . it 

seems to me a better thing not to hurry decision on your vocation. 
Suffer yourself to be led on by the Grace of God step by step” 
(F 258. Dec. 6, 1866). This he did quietly and prayerfully, 
meanwhile occupied with the trying tasks of reconciling his family 
to his conversion and of preparing for Greats which he took most 
successfully. In the autumn of 1867 he assumed for a time a 
Master’s position at Newman’s Oratory school, but at the end 
of the year another letter from Newman indicates a desire on Hop- 
kins’ part to reach a final decision by going into retreat at Easter 
(F 260. Dec. 30, 1867 ) . Actually the retreat but reinforced a deci- 
sion which had been previously made. As early as January he tells 
Bridges that he expects to go into retreat to decide whether he has 
a vocation to the priesthood (B 22. Jan. 9, 1868), while on 
February 12th he announces to his friend Baillie (F 84. 1868) : 

I am expecting to take orders and soon, but I wish it to be secret 
till it comes about. Besides that it is the happiest and best way it 
practically is the only one. ... I want to write still and as a priest 
I very likely can do that too, not so freely as I shd. have liked, 
e.g. nothing or little in the verse way, but no doubt what wd. best 
serve the cause of my religion. 

It would be interesting to know the full inner story of the 
reasons why this young convert decided to apply for admittance 
to the Society of Jesus. As it is, only recently have the fragments 
of past events shattered by the impact of time been painstakingly 
reassembled by Anthony Bischoff, S.J. For Hopkins the way to 
Damascus did not lead swiftly along one single path, was not 
illumined by a sudden blinding light. Here failed him his in- 
tuition, which in other races could rush to the heart of a poetic 
truth. As he considered his vocation he had three questions to 
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answer slowly and thoughtfully : Shall I be a priest? Shall I be 
a religious? To what religious order or congregation shall I apply? 

The answers to the first two questions were not long in coming 
after his conversion, though their final ratification did not occur 
until his retreat in 1868. It was the answer to the third question 
which gave him pause. His first inclination favored the con- 
gregation of Newman whose guidance he had sought upon his 
conversion and at whose school he was teaching. A fragment of 
an undated letter written from the Oratory in early 1868 to his 
aunt, Laura Smith, indicates this: “I do not expect to be long 
here : if I get a vocation to the priesthood, I should go away ( I 
should [wish] to be an Orato[rian]. . . .” Another possibility 
which appealed strongly to him was that of the Benedictines, 
whose Canon Raynal of the monastery at Belmont had at a criti- 
cal time directed his steps towards the true Church. Finally, there 
were the Jesuits. It was to their house at Roehampton that he 
retired on April 27, 1868, to make a retreat in which he hoped 
to find the definite answers to all three questions. On May 2nd, 
he notes: “This day I think, I resolved” (UJnl). On May 7th, 
he states after the retreat : “Home, after having decided to be a 
priest and religious but still doubtful between St. Benedict and 
St. Ignatius” (UJnl). The doubt was not for long. There is a 
letter of Newman, dated May 14th, expressing both his surprise 
and pleasure at Hopkins’ information that he had decided to 
apply for admission to the Society of Jesus (F 261 ). The appli- 
cation was made on May 19th in an interview with Father Alfred 
Weld, S.J., provincial, at 111 Mount Street; it received prompt 
attention so that by May 30th he could record that he had 
“Fr. Weld’s acceptance” (UJnl). 

So much for the train of events, the outer story behind the 
weeks and months of weighing possibilities and of coming to a 
decision. The reasons for this decision can be conjectured, the 
possible motives can be weighed^out the real secret of his vocation 
seems likely to remain unknowr^ Only that he familiarized himself 
thoroughly with the ideals and practices of the Jesuits before 
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making his decision is evident from his letters. He tells his friends 
that after his entrance he will not be able to write frequently to 
them (B 23. June 27, 1868), and that, moreover, the letters he 
receives from them will be first read by his Superiors (B 24. 
Aug. 7, 1868). Knowing that he will not have any books of his 
own, he copies out many of the poems of Richard W. Dixon 
which he admires so enthusiastically (D 1. June 4, 1878). In 
informing Newman of his decision he apparently calls the Jesuit 
discipline hard, and Newman gives the perfect answer: . . it 

will bring you to heaven” (F 261. May 14, 1868). A month 
later Hopkins echoes his appreciation of this answer (F 37. 
June 13, 1868) : 

It is enough to say that the sanctity has not departed fr. the order 
to have a reason for joining it. Since I made up my mind to this 
I have enjoyed the first complete peace of mind I have ever had. I 
am quite surprised — at the kind and contented way my parents have 
come to take the prospect. 

2. NOVICE AND PHILOSOPHER (1868-1873) 

Hopkins left home for the Jesuit Novitiate at Roehampton in 
the evening of September 7, 1868, a “dim, fine and very hot” day 
(Jnl 1 19). The anniversary of this departure he could never 
forget, for even twenty years later he reminds Bridges : . . my 

eyes are very, very sore. Also there goes ten. Goodnight. Sept. 8 
(it is now 20 years to a day since I began my noviceship)” 
(B 283). On that day Hopkins entered into a new and different 
kind of life. His immediate reaction to this newness and this dif- 
ference are not recorded. Only the testimony of his regular 
weather-journal bridges tenuously the gap from day to day until 
the beginning of the Long Retreat. Were we to judge solely from 
this it would seem that he left home with almost undisturbed 
nonchalance. “In the evening when I had said good-bye at home 
I found my train did not go for three quarters of an hour, so I 
walked to Victoria Road in the meantime” (Jnl 120). 
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During the week that followed, his entries of “fine, but dim,” 
“dull, thick and with an east wind” continue uninterruptedly. 
On September 16th the Long Retreat began and on the 18th his 
entries appropriately cease with the exception of one made on 
the first day of repose, when the retreat routine of silence and 
prayer is somewhat modified: “Henceforth I keep no regular 
weather-journal but only notes.” 

It is not our intention here to discuss the effect which the 
Spiritual Exercises of St. Ignatius had upon the young novice. 
This has already been done by others, and its importance de- 
serves even fuller study. For the present, however, a faithful 
description of the normal life which Hopkins led as a Jesuit is 
desired. It is hoped that such a description will serve to remove 
some of the unfortunate impressions that have resulted from 
uninformed and piecemeal perusal of his notes and letters. 
Throughout his entire noviceship Hopkins was laying the founda- 
tions, broad, wide and deep, of his spiritual life. Some scattered 
hints of this will appear from time to time in his journal, but for 
the rest it can only be said that the motives which inspired his 
conversion and vocation were now heightened and deepened. 
He advanced in wisdom, age and grace, not through pitiless 
violence and discipline, which is foreign to the Society of Jesus, 
but through prayerful understanding of the vocation which he 
had been called to follow. 

In this understanding and growth Hopkins was not unique 
among Jesuits. Their most important work before God is the 
cultivation of their own souls, and it may be said that upon the 
success or failure of this interior work depends proportionately 
the true success or failure of that external apostolate which al- 
most immediately comes to mind when one thinks of the Society 
of Jesus. The Long Retreat, or thirty days of Spiritual Exercises, 
which the novice enters upon shortly after his admittance, is only 
the beginning of this spiritual growth. Into these thirty days is 
packed in miniature the spiritual life which the Jesuit must live if 
he is to survive in his vocation. Once the Long Retreat has been 
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concluded and the novice has dedicated himself anew to the 
sendee of Christ, the real work of living a Christlike life begins. 
It is a work which can be sustained, not by militant dramatics or 
dead obedience, but only by individual responsibility and indi- 
vidual initiative. The Society of Jesus does not aim to produce 
impersonal automatons stamped with a patented stamp and 
moulded to a rigid mould. It places before its young men the only 
ideal it has always cherished — Christ the God-Man who in obedi- 
ence to the will of his eternal Father came upon earth that all 
men might be saved. To know Christ, to love him, to imitate 
him, this is the labor of a Jesuit’s lifetime. The Society of Jesus 
therefore has made special provisions to facilitate this work for 
all its members, but particularly for its novices who are taking 
their first faltering steps along a new road. 

Hopkins’ early notes and letters make but passing reference 
to these fundamental ideals and practices of Jesuit life, and 
precisely because of this our picture of him as a novice is apt to 
be thrown out of focus. Certain aspects of the noviceship which 
are only secondary in importance catch the attention of the 
unwary observer who is liable to emphasize them out of all cor- 
rect proportion. Actually the major preoccupation of the novice 
after the Long Retreat is Christ, and all his energies are primarily 
directed towards learning more about Christ, towards loving 
Christ, towards imitating Christ. Such knowledge and imitation 
cannot be achieved and assimilated in a vacuum, and conse- 
quently the novice’s life is carefully planned to give the utmost 
opportunity for the spontaneous exercise of all the virtues. There 
are household tasks to be performed, wjork in the fields or on the 
grounds, catechism to be taught to neighboring children, classes 
to attend as well as group and private conferences given by the 
Master of novices for the purpose of guiding his charges or ex- 
plaining to them certain norms and directives of Jesuit life. 

All of these somewhat social activities of the noviceship are 
important for testing a man’s fitness for his vocation, but by far 
the greatest emphasis is placed upon the time which the novice 
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spends in private prayer and study of the spiritual life. Each 
morning shortly after arising he devotes an hour to personalized 
prayerful meditation on the life and teaching of Christ. Immedi- 
ately after this he assists at the holy sacrifice of the Mass. 
Throughout the rest of the day periods of time are regularly set 
aside for the continuance of this spiritual work. After breakfast 
there is a private review of the hour previously spent in prayer. 
Following close upon this comes spiritual reading either of the 
rules of the Society or of some book on the fundamentals of the 
religious life. As one duty yields to another during the day the 
novice pauses for a moment of thanksgiving for the work he has 
just accomplished and of petition for God’s blessing on that he 
is about to begin. Before the noonday meal he spends fifteen 
minutes examining his conscience to discover wherein during the 
past hours his conduct could have been made more fully Christ- 
like in fact and motivation. After the period of recreation which 
follows the noonday meal he joins with the other novices in a 
half hour of vocal prayer. Late in the afternoon he devotes ad- 
ditional time to private prayer and meditation similar to that in 
which he was engaged in the early morning. Finally, before his 
day is completed there is further spiritual reading either of the 
life of Christ or of some saint, another examination of conscience 
and time set aside for preparing the subject matter on which he 
will meditate the following morning. 

It was these and other spiritual activities which loomed most 
significantly on the horizon of Hopkins’ days as a novice. What- 
ever else he did was only secondary. The practice of obedience, 
of common life, of mortification is necessary in a religious house, 
but only as means to the practical sanctification of one’s soul and 
the more expeditious despatch of the external work to which the 
community is dedicated or for which it is preparing. Hopkins and 
his fellow novices accepted and used these means. However, their 
acceptance and use was not made in a burst of wild abandon or 
with a deadly blindness which blotted out their own personalities. 
It is precisely to prevent this kind of dedication that the Society 
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of Jesus during the noviceship offers its younger men two years 
of prayer, of looking upon Christ, of understanding how the 
rules and spirit of this new way of life attempt perfectly to imitate 
the rules and spirit of Christ himself. All this Hopkins saw and 
understood; his soul began to grow to spiritual manhood. 

Nothing better reflects this prayerful growth than the record 
of the quiet, even tenor of his early life as a Jesuit. These young 
years, it is true, were not without their trials, disappointments and 
hardships, but: 

It is the blight man was bom for . . . 12 

Hopkins could no more escape such moments than any other 
man. They came to him in the Society as they had come to him 
before his entrance. Now, however, his religion and his vocation 
enabled him to bear them with fortitude. 

As a new Jesuit novice Hopkins is serious about the business 
of learning to know, love and imitate Our Lord. That he may be 
better recollected during his first year, he deliberately prevents 
himself from seeing much of the world of nature around him for 
six months (Jnl 121). Despite this penance he records some of 
the delicate observations which his moments of leisure as a Jesuit 
student are to make possible through all his years of study. With 
the other novices he works in the nearby fields under the direction 
of the brother who has charge of the grounds. He marks down in 
his journal peculiar words, the use of which always fascinates 
him, and for some time he studies closely the variations in the 
Latin pronunciations of the Fathers in the community. But one 
letter survives from his first year as a novice. It is a letter of 
condolence to Bridges on the death of his sister and in it Hopkins’ 
ready sympathy and spiritual growth are unmistakable : “What 
suffering she had! ... it appeared in her face. But sufferings 
falling on such a person as your sister was are to be looked on 
as the marks of God’s particular love and this is truer the more 
exceptional they are” (B 25. Apr. 29, 1869) . 

12 Spring and Fall. 
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At the end of his first year at Roehampton the master of 
novices was changed. “Fr. Fitzsimon,” Hopkins notes almost with 
surprise, “left us suddenly and without a Goodbye and Fr. Gall- 
wey took his place” (Jnl 123) /It was Father Gallwey who in 
later years as Provincial of the English Jesuits was to treat Hop- 
kins with the understanding kindness characteristic of the Society 
towards those who are ill. Now, however, he undertook the 
guidance of the young novice during the second year of his 
spiritual training. How well he did his work will be seen when 
some phases of Hopkins’ spiritual life are discussed. 

It seems unlikely that Hopkins was visited during the novice- 
ship either by his parents or by other members of his immediate 
family. Such visits were rare at Roehampton; the Minister’s Jour- 
nal and Novice Porter’s Log, Manresa, make mention of them 
but fail to record any made by Hopkins’ relatives. Instead it was 
two of his friends whom he entertained, Bridges in October, 
1 869, 13 and in May, 1870, Baillie, 14 for whom Hopkins cherished 
a particular affection. Shortly after the visit of Bridges, the novice 
was assigned to preach the annual panegyric which is given in 
honor of St. Stanislaus, the patron of Jesuit novices. His heart 
must have warmed to his subject, for he delivered a sermon 
“which for its brilliancy and beauty was remembered long after- 
wards by those who heard it” (L 128). A month later, on 
December 12th (Jnl 126, 129) he became porter, and in this 
office, until February 19th, he was occupied with the task of 
ringing the many bells that punctuate the life of a novice, of 
accommodating the few visitors to the novitiate and of despatch- 
ing the flow of mail. A day or so after he was made porter, he 
had a most unusual experience which he attempted not quite 
successfully to analyse in his journal. The first year novices were 
making the long retreat, and during the third week in which 
the Passion of Our Lord is the main subject of prayer and con- 
sideration (Jnl 128): 

,a B 26-27 (April 2, 1871). 

14 F 86-87 (May 11, 1870). 
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they were reading in the refectory Sister Emmerich’s account of the 
Agony in the Garden and I suddenly began to cry and sob and could 
not stop. I put it down for this reason, that if I had been asked a 
minute beforehand I should have said that nothing of the sort was 
going to happen and even when it did I stood in a manner wonder- 
ing at myself not seeing in my reason the traces of an adequate cause 
for such strong emotion— the traces of it I say because of course the 
cause in itself is adequate for the sorrow of a lifetime. I remember 
much the same thing on Maundy Thursday when the presanctified 
Host was carried to the sacristy. 

The winter of 1870 was quite severe and the novice had an 
opportunity to study in detail the inscapes of snow and clouds 
of snow-dust, “which caught the sun as they rose and de- 
lightfully took the eyes” ( Jnl 129), and at another time he turned 
physicist when “In taking off my jersey of knitted wool in the 
dark with an accidental stroke of my fingers down the stuff I drew 
a flash of electric light. This explains the crackling I had often 
heard” (Jnl 130). He was making spiritual discoveries, too, for 
in May he jotted down a little reminder: “Devotion to Our Lady 
not only in particular but under particular attributes —There is 
this in Spain to Our Lady of Mt. Carmel” (Jnl 133). During the 
same month he knew the beauty of Our Lord through the beauty 
of the bluebell whose inscape is mixed of strength and grace 
(Jnl I 33 -I 34 )- 

On September 8th, 1870, his noviceship ended, and he took 
his three perpetual vows of poverty, chastity and obedience, pray- 
ing humbly (as the words of the Vows put it) that God in his 
immense goodness and mercy might accept this holocaust in an 
odor of sweetness. His friend and former adviser Newman con- 
gratulated him on an event “so solemn and joyful” and promised 
to say Mass “for your intention upon it” (F 261. Sept. 26, 1870). 
We can imagine what his intention was when, eleven years later, 
he could say (D 75. Oct. 12, 1881 ) : 

As for myself, I have not only made my vows publicly some two 
and twenty times but I make them to myself every day, so that I 
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should be black with perjury if I drew back now. And beyond that 
I can say with St. Peter: To whom shall I go? Tu verba vitae 
aeternae habes . 


With the completion of his noviceship, Hopkins entered upon 
an entirely new phase of Jesuit life. The foundations of his spir- 
itual life had been laid carefully and well, the blueprint was be- 
fore him, and his further spiritual growth was insured by the 
many helps which the Society of Jesus provides. These helps he 
would never neglect; their influence in ways seen and unseen 
would pervade his entire life. But henceforth primary and mani- 
fest emphasis was to be placed upon his studies and upon prepara- 
tion for the priesthood. Some of these studies had already been 
completed at Balliol, and because of this, the customary two years 
which the young Jesuit devotes to the classics and to the mastery 
of poetry and rhetoric were omitted. On September 9th he left 
Roehampton to begin his course in philosophy at St. Mary’s Hall, 
the Jesuit seminary adjoining Stonyhurst. 

There is nothing spectacular about the years which a young 
Jesuit spends in study. In Hopkins’ case but one activity dis- 
tinguishes him from the many who have lived through these quiet 
years of training. His journal is filled with page after page of 
observations which he made on natural phenomena and then 
recorded in an orderly fashion(^Some things were always to 
appeal to him— sunsets, sunrises, clouds, flowers, trees, skies, flow 
of water; but for the rest he seems to have concentrated through- 
out the seasons on one or two special manifestations of the physi- 
cal world until he exhausted their possibilities) In the winter of his 
first year as a philosopher he “made many observations on freez- 
ing” (Jnl 136); in the spring, on clouds “and evaporation, for 
instance over our Lenten chocolate” (Jnl 139). From the end of 
March to the beginning of April — “This is the time to study in- 
scape in the spraying of trees, for the swelling buds carry them 
to a pitch which the eye could not else gather” (Jnl 141). As 
the nature-lover passed from observation to observation he must 
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at times have been a strange sight to his fellow students. There is 
an interesting story told of the effect which Hopkins’ studies had 
upon the gardener at Stonyhurst : 

When an aged Father of the community drew his attention to 
Hopkins and said: “That young man is a very clever student,” the 
gardener replied: “You don’t say so! I watched him the other day 
while he kept staring at a piece of glass in the pathway and walking 
around it and examining it from all angles. I thought that he was a 
simple sort of fellow.” 15 

We can feel sure that few of his brother Jesuits were as naive as 

riends outside 
In later life 

Bridges took him to task for this, and the Jesuit could only reply 
(B 126. Apr. 27, 1881 ) : 

You give me a long jobation about eccentricities. Alas, I have 
heard so much about and suffered so much for and in fact been so 
completely ruined for life by my alleged singularities that they are a 
sore subject. 

In addition to his nature and weather notes Hopkins copies from 
Whitaker’s Almanack a series of important news events that oc- 
curred during his last year as a novice. He feels the need of bring- 
ing himself up to date on what is happening to the world and also 
to his friends, for in April he asks Bridges “Please tell me all 
about yourself” (B 26. Apr. 2, 1871). At the end of the same 
month he informs his fifteen year old sister Kate: “I want to 
know two things by the next person who writes” (F 42. Apr. 
25, 1871 ). It is characteristic of Hopkins that the two things were 
particulars about an American yacht whose successes he has 
marked down in his journal, and whether or not the cuckoo had 
come unusually early that year. 

The letter to Kate is a delight to read. Hopkins speaks of being 
vaccinated and the passage is full of tumbling good humor even 

ia Andr6 Bremond, Etudes , Oct. 5, 1934. 


the gardener, but still it is a fact that even to his f 
the Society ^Hop kins was frequently^ an enigmaJ 
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though, as he admits, the vaccination and medicine thereafter 
taken make him feel miserable. He tells her of the bounding and 
spinning lambs, an observation taken from his journal: “They 
toss and toss; it is as if it were the earth that flung them, not them- 
selves” (Jnl 143). At the end we see his quick sensitivity to the 
pain of others (F 42. Apr. 25, 1871) : 

One thing made me very sad. ... As I came down one of the 
galleries from the room [infirmary] I saw one of our young men 
standing there looking at a picture. I wondered why he stayed by 
himself and did not join the rest and then afterwards I remembered 
that he had had the smallpox and was deeply marked with it and all 
his good looks gone which he would have had and he did not want 
to face the others at that time when they were having their fun 
taking safe precautions against catching what it was too late for him 
to take any precautions against. 

Other homely details of his life these days are caught in his 
journal. He mesmerizes a duck by the well known method of 
drawing chalk lines from her beak, painted upon the surface of a 
black table (Jnl 144). He studies the peacock with its spread 
train and once more is baffled by the inscape of bluebells as he 
draws his fingers through them (Jnl 144-146). Finally, towards 
the end of the scholastic year, on Whit Monday he goes to nearby 
Preston to see the procession, and “Though not very splendid, it 
moved me” (Jnl 148). 

An excellent appraisal is given of his first year of philosophy in 
a letter addressed to Baillie during the Easter holidays. Strangely 
enough for one of his ability, he finds the study of logic difficult: 
“I am going through a hard course of scholastic logic . . . which 
takes all the fair part of the day and leaves one fagged at the 
end for what remains. This makes the life painful to nature. I 
find now too late how to read” (F 87. Apr. 10, 1871 ). He gives 
a compelling description of the vicinity and a comment on fishing 
that is almost epigrammatic: “There is good fishing for those 
who do not see that after bad fishing the next worse thing is good 
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fishing.” Hopkins concludes: . . this life here though it is 

hard is God’s will for me as I most intimately know, which is more 
than violets knee deep.” 

His Easter mood, bom of a time when all Jesuit students in 
houses of study begin to feel themselves harried somewhat by the 
prospect of difficult final examinations, was not to last. During 
the summer the philosophers went to Indian on the coast of the 
Frith of Clyde for their vacation. From this point, in short ex- 
peditionary trips Hopkins visited Aman, Edinburgh and Glasgow. 
On August 30th he was back at Stonyhurst for the annual retreat 
of eight days. During this time, devoted exclusively to prayer and 
other spiritual activities, he re-lived the Spiritual Exercises which 
he had first made during the Long Retreat of the noviceship. 
These days offered him an opportunity to review the past year, 
to rest spiritually from the routine and cares of a student’s life, 
to renew the spirit of his first dedication and to strengthen him- 
self interiorly for the year ahead. This was an opportunity which 
Hopkins appreciated and he noted in his journal that it pleased 
him very much (Jnl 153). At the conclusion of the retreat his 
brother Cyril paid him a three day visit and then accompanied 
Gerard part of the way to Hampstead where the Jesuit found 
his father and eldest sister. He remained here, seeing relatives and 
friends for two days, and then proceeded to Hampshire where his 
mother and the rest of the family were waiting to welcome him. 
The remainder of the week he spent happily reunited with his 
family until September 1 8th, when he returned to Stonyhurst for 
the resumption of his philosophical studies. 

During his second year of philosophy, cosmology and psy- 
chology occupied most of the curriculum. His mastery of these 
subjects is on many later occasions noticeable, and it developed 
in him a habit of careful, correct thinking that was to flourish all 
his days. In criticising a paper of Patmore’s which appeared in 
the St . James on the text of Newman : “Man is not a reasoning 
animal; he is a seeing, feeling, contemplating, acting animal,” he 
shows his uncanny ability to strike at the heart of a paradox. 
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Patmore must have frowned ever so slightly when he read (F 240. 
May 6, 1888) : 

the matter is philosophical, the title is so, the reference is to a philo- 
sophical work, and therefore philosophical precision would be in 
place and I in reading crave for it . . . after all there is nothing like 
the plain truth : paradox persisted in is not the plain truth and ought 
not to satisfy a reader. 

Intellectual precision is the result of years of study, and for 
Hopkins the days spent in such study passed by with but few 
noteworthy interruptions. He rescues a kitten from its precarious 
perch because (Jnl 156): 

I heard her mew a piteous long time till I could bear it no longer; 
but I make note of it because of her gratitude after I had taken her 
down, which made her follow me about and at each turn of the 
stairs ... try to get up to lick me through the bannisters from the 
flight above. 

In December there was frost and some skating and during the 
Christmas holidays there were plays and concerts presented by 
the boys at the College. It is a happy time, as is evidenced from 
some typical Hopkins humor directed at his friend Baillie ( F 90. 
Jan. 4, 1872) : 

I ask for your professional opinion which I should receive with 
deep respect just as I should expect you to respect what I might hold 
de gratiis gratis datis , de motibus primoprimis, or de satisfactione et 
satis passione (you would be juiced green if you did, for I have not 
read a work of theology yet . . .) 

Early in March, however, the Jesuit’s tranquillity was broken. 
Henry William Challis, a friend and like Hopkins a convert, wrote 
saying that he had left the Church. The news was deeply dis- 
turbing, and for a week Hopkins was troubled as he reviewed his 
own position. The climax came on March 13th (Jnl 158) : 

After a time of trial and especially a morning in which I did not 
know which way to turn, as the account of De Ranee’s final conver- 
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aion was being read at dinner the verse Qui confidunt in Domino 
sicut mons Sion which satisfied him and resolved him to enter his 
abbey of La Trappe by the mercy of God came strongly home to me 
too, so that I was choked for a little while and could not keep in 
my tears. 

The time of trial passed, however, and the year drew to a close 
with his sense of sympathy for the hardships and losses of others 
so deepened that it betrays itself even when he steps into a great 
shadowy bam and “looking at the great rudely arched timber- 
frames ... I thought how sadly beauty of inscape was unknown 
and buried away from simple people and yet how near at hand it 
was if they had eyes to see it and it could be called out every- 
where again” (Jnl 161). Just before the annual vacation which 
was spent at Douglas in the Isle of Man, Hopkins began to read 
the Commentary of Scotus on the Sentences of Peter Lombard. 
As a result he “was flush with a new stroke of enthusiasm,” which 
“may come to nothing or it may be a mercy from God.” It was 
a mercy from God; and the influence of Scotus can be seen 
frequently in Hopkins’ poetry and more especially in almost every 
line of his Notes on the Spiritual Exercises of St. Ignatius. That 
summer he thought of Scotus during his vacation when he took 
in any inscape of sea or sky. There were many opportunities for 
this as he spent his time walking, swimming, boating and fishing. 
These days he enjoyed and further he found the Manx people the 
most good-natured he had ever met (F 93. Dec. 3, 1872). 

When the philosophers returned to Stonyhurst on August 20th, 
1872, Hopkins narrates how with a gesture characteristic of the 
devotion of the Society of Jesus to its younger men, “Fr. Rector 
came over to wait on us at supper, which touched me” (Jnl 167 ) . 
Further manifestations of this devotion were soon to appear, for 
about this time there occurs the first break in his health. There is 
mention of it on October 27th, about two weeks after the mar- 
riage of his brother Cyril, to whom Gerard sent as a wedding 
present the orange and yellow feathers which a vagrant golden- 
crested wren had scattered about his room. It was evening and 
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Father Gallwey, now the provincial, who was then visiting 
Stonyhurst, before night litanies “came to my room as I lay on 
my bed making my examen, for I had some fever, and sitting 
by the bedside took my hand within his and said some affectionate 
and most encouraging words” (Jnl 170). Encouragement was 
needed, not so much because of the seriousness of his illness but 
rather because of its weakening and disagreeable nature. Ap- 
parently Hopkins had been subject from time to time to weakness 
brought about by what he calls “my old complaint.” He suffered 
such a severe hemorrhoidal attack in the beginning of November 
that it was decided an operation was necessary. 

Meanwhile, however, he manages to overlook his illness. He is 
teaching himself how to play the piano and when Dr. Vaughan, 
the new Bishop of Salford, visits the community, he sheds twenty- 
four Greek iambics with much ado at an academy in honor of the 
event (F 91-92. Dec. 3, 1872). In studies “they are having at me 
with ethics and mechanics” (F 91 ) and apparently the latter sub- 
ject is occasioning him some initial difficulty. It is about this time, 
too, that he must have begun his course in natural theology, a 
subject which appealed to him greatly, as his first meditation in 
his Notes on the Spiritual Exercises of St. Ignatius shows. Here 
he develops with skilful subtlety his own variations on the cosmo- 
logical argument for the existence of God. In his hands the scho- 
lastic dilemma — “Am I due (1) to chance? (2) to myself, as 
self existent? (3) to some extrinsic power?”— assumes new vitality 
(N 310-317). 

Studies were broken off for the Christmas holidays. Hopkins 
superiors had decided that the necessary operation should be de- 
layed no longer. The sweet was mingled with the bitter, however, 
for their decision enabled him to return home to Hampstead and 
spend the holidays with his parents. On Christmas there was a 
reunion of the Hopkins family, and on December 30th the opera- 
tion was performed by two of the family physicians (Jnl 172). 
The Jesuit remained at Hampstead, happily visited by a number 
of his closest Oxford friends, and after three weeks departed for 
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Roehampion on the 21st. One is tempted to believe that Father 
Gallwey had a hand in these arrangements, for Hopkins rested 
at Roehampton for two more weeks, returning to Stonyhurst a 
few days before the semi-annual triduum preceding* the renova- 
tion of vows. 

The remainder of the school year was a busy time, for the 
philosopher now had to prepare for the hour’s oral examination 
de universa philosophia in which he was responsible for the matter 
of the past three years. Between long periods of work over his 
books he continued to find relaxation in his study of nature. The 
aesthetic experience had become such a reality to him thattwhen 
one of the ash trees in the comer of the garden was felled, “I 
heard the sound and looking out and seeing it maimed there came 
at that moment a great pang and I wished to die and not to see 
the inscapes of the world destroyed any more’y( Jnl 174) . During 
the spring and early summer he is especially interested in the 
flight and actions of birds — how the corncrakes cry at night, how 
the “swifts round and scurl under the clouds in the sky,” how 
the “turkey and hens will let a little chick mount their backs and 
sit between the wings,” how the pigeons in the kitchen yard “look 
like little gay juds by shape when they walk, strutting and jod- 
jodding with their heads,” and how “sometimes,” he says, “I hear 
the cuckoo with wonderful clear and plump and fluty notes” 
(Jnl 175-176). 

His final examination was on June 23rd, and a week later he 
is given his first taste of active work when for a few days he takes 
over some of the classes at the College. On August 1st vacation 
begins, once more at Douglas Castle on the Isle of Man. A letter 
is written during his stay there while “people all about are reading 
extracts of the Manx Sun and Mrs. Brown and repeating a con- 
structive pun I found my way into at supper and so on” (F 43. 
Aug. 4, 1873). He is reading Arnold’s poems “with more in- 
terest than rapture,” and he has been delving into Newman’s 
Grammar of Assent . In between times he goes on long hikes with 
his fellow Jesuits. Despite his operation he suffers during these 
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days from recurrent attacks of weakness, some of them un- 
doubtedly occasioned by his own carelessness. On one expedition 
he stops in the rain to sketch a stream, and then, not content 
with this foolhardiness, jumps into the water, which was almost 
up to his waist, to get a better view of his subject (Jnl 180). 
Upon return to the College at the end of vacation, “being unwell 
I was quite downcast: nature in all her parcels and faculties 
gaped and fell apart, fatiscebat , like a clod cleaving and holding 
only by strings of root. But this must often be” (Jnl 182). 

There was nothing to do now but wait until he should receive 
his appointment for the coming year. This arrived on August 
27th; he was assigned to teach rhetoric at Roehampton, his stu- 
dents being some of the younger Jesuits who had but a year before 
taken their vows. Before he took up his new duties, an entry in 
the journal brings to a close this period of Hopkins’ Jesuit life: 
“At Manresa I caught the Provincial who spoke most kindly and 
encouragingly” (Jnl 182). It is appropriate that these first five 
years of his Jesuit life should end on such a note. 

3. TEACHER AND THEOLOGIAN (1873-1877) 

The year which Hopkins spent as professor of rhetoric at 
Roehampton was to have a forceful influence upon his metrical 
^xlopmeiit, As Humphrey House points out: “It is important 
to realize that the stimulus to formulate his thoughts about metre 
came directly from the teaching he was officially given to do” 
(N xxviii). Some idea of the subjects he taught and the manner 
in which he taught them can be gleaned from his lecture notes 
on rhetoric (N 221-251 ). His classes could not have been large, 
for there were only twenty students at Roehampton during this 
year, and it is doubtful if all of these attended his lectures. The 
work should not have been difficult, though Hopkins would seem 
to have made it so. Looking back over the year, he felt that he 
had taught painfully and badly (B 30. Feb. 20, 1875). Certainly 
his notes were painstakingly compiled; the finished product is 
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a masterpiece of detail and subtlety. It seems to lack clearness, 
however, and that simplified ordering of knowledge which is es- 
sential if it is to be communicated, especially to young men such 
as Hopkins had under him. We do not know what his students 
thought of his classes, and we can only hope that they gained as 
much by the hours spent with their teacher as Hopkins himself 
did by the metrical advances of his later work. 

Beyond these few details little can be learned about his teaching 
days at Roehampton either from his letters or his journal. An in- 
teresting analysis occurs of a nightmare which he experienced 
shortly after his arrival. The immediate and remote reactions are 
characteristic of the man: “I cried on the holy name and by de- 
grees recovered myself as I thought to do. It made me think that 
this was how the souls in hell would be imprisoned in their bodies 
as in prisons” (Jnl 185). His nature notes are briefer now, in- 
terspersed for the first time in his Jesuit days by studies of 
various paintings which his visits to nearby galleries made possible. 
The Christmas holidays were again spent at Hampstead with his 
family, though now they are pleasantly free from the shadow of 
illness. Upon his return, the regular routine of teaching is broken 
by visits from some of his friends, one of whom he exhorts to “Be 
pregnant, bring thoughts, news, strokes, touches, Moncure Con- 
way, friends (not in the body), butts, bulls, blunders” (F 45. 
Apr. 19, 1874). 

The school year ended on July 31st, and Hopkins thus sum- 
marized his year of teaching (Jnl 1 99 ) : 

I was very tired and seemed deeply cast down till I had some kind 
words from the Provincial. Altogether perhaps my heart has never 
been so burdened and cast down as this year. The tax on my strength 
has been greater than I have felt before: at least now ... I feel 
myself weak and can do little. 

The truth of the matter seems to be that Hopkins had not learned 
and probably never would learn the limit of his own physical 
and intellectual endurance. He was always reaching out above 
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and beyond the capacity of his naturally weak body. There are 
evidences of this even in his nature studies which he considered a 
relaxation. On one occasion during the year he visited the 
Academy and inspected paintings until “my eye was fagged with 
looking at pictures” (Jnl 197). In his spiritual life it was the 
same. On a visit co the Jesuit house at Beaumont he felt that he 
had talked too freely and unkindly at dinner; in reparation for 
this fault, on the way back he kept his eyes downcast so that he 
did not see the loveliness of the day (Jnl 199). He could never 
be satisfied with mediocrity, imperfection or superficiality, and in 
all things was too severe a judge of himself. Nothing better illus- 
trates this horror of things half done than a criticism he passed 
upon himself after he had spent some hours first in Westminster 
Abbey and then in the National Gallery: “As I hurried from pic- 
ture to picture at first these words came to my mind — ‘Studious 
to eat but not to taste 5 55 (Jnl 209). Although the cup of weari- 
ness and discouragement was often to be of his own brewing he 
was determined to taste its depths. 

On August 26th, 1873, after a vacation spent at Teignmouth, 
Hopkins heard definitely that he was to go to St. Beuno’s College 
in North Wales to begin his theological studies. It was news heard 
under a good star, for a week before “the stars came out thick: 
I leant back to look at them and my heart opening more than 
usual praised Our Lord to and in whom all that beauty comes 
home 55 (Jnl 205). The next three years of his life were probably 
the happiest he spent as a Jesuit, for each day brought him con- 
sciously nearer to the priesthood in an atmosphere and a country 
that was instressed with charm. It was at St. Beuno’s that Hop- 
kins could write : 

I remember a house where all were good 

To me, God knows, deserving no such thing: 

Comforting smell breathed at very entering 
Fetched fresh, as I suppose, off some sweet wood. 16 

16 In the Valley of the Elwy. The house referred to was that of a London 
family, the Watsons of Shooter’s Hill. 
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Upon his arrival two of the scholastics “met me at St. Asaph, Mr. 
Bacon put scarlet geraniums in my room, and everyone was very 
kind and hospitable” (Jnl 209). Shortly after this, however, he 
experienced for a time the difficulties to which all young Jesuits — 
and some old — are subject when they come to a new house. Kind- 
ness and hospitality can never completely counterbalance the 
inevitable trials of unpacking and settling down in different sur- 
roundings and among different companions. Perhaps, too, the 
thought of the difficult course of studies to be completed before 
ordination dismayed and even discouraged him. During the re- 
treat he says: “. . . I was very bitterly feeling the weariness of 
life and shed many tears, perhaps not wholly into the breast of 
God but with some unmanliness in them too, and sighed and 
panted to Him” (Jnl 210). But this period passed; at the end of 
the retreat he received minor orders and on the next day was 
present at his first Jesuit Ordination. “At the singing of the Veni 
Creator and giving of the Orders I was by God’s mercy deeply 
touched” (Jnl 213) by the thought and prospect, no doubt, of his 
own ordination which the reception of minor orders had brought 
so much closer. 

There are only a few pages in his journal devoted to these first 
weeks at St. Beuno’s, and they are all filled with good cheer. With 
his fellow theologians he took many long walks, “and returned 
very joyously” (Jnl 214). The views are fresh, noble and delight- 
ful. The days are fine and clear; the flowers are splendid. There 
are lovely sunsets “of rosy juices and creams and combs” (Jnl 
213), and the white and grey smoke of Denbigh “creeping upon 
the hill, what with sun and wind give fairy effects which are al- 
ways changing” (Jnl 2 1 6 ). It is as if Hopkins and his companions 
are like a multitude of starlings he saw one day, and of whom he 
wrote: “I thought they must be full of enthusiasm and delight 
hearing their cries and stirring and cheering one another” 
(Jnl 215). 

The journal comes to an end in early February, and thereafter 
we must depend on correspondence for details of the remaining 
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time he passed at St. Beuno’s. Once again he finds his classwork 
difficult (B 31. Feb. 20, 1875) : 

The close pressure of my theological studies leaves me time for 
hardly anything: the course is very hard, it must be said. Neverthe- 
less I have tried to learn a little Welsh, in reality one of the hardest 
of languages. 

More important than Welsh is an unrecorded but larger “Never- 
theless” which forty-five years later was to be placed by Bridges 
as a great dragon guarding the gate of Hopkins’ poetry.Hn the 
winter of his first year as a theologian, following a wishlul hint 
expressed by his superior, Hopkins’ poetic pen, practically unused 
for ten years, began to write : 

On Saturday sailed from Bremen, 
American-outward-bound, 

Take settler and seamen, tell men with women, 

Two hundred souls in the round — 17 

The Wreck of the Deutschland interests us at this point not only 
because it marks the definite resumption of poetic production for 
Hopkins, but mainly because he said of it to Bridges (B 47. 
Aug. 21, 1877) : 

I may add for your greater interest and edification that '"what 
refers to myself in the poem is all strictly and literally true and did 
all occur; nothing is added for poetical padding. - 

We have studied^the story of Hopkins’ odyssey from God back to 
God in the unpretentious pages of his letters and journal; but here 
mThe Wreck of the Deutschland is the fullest story q£ his dedica- 
tion to Christ. y Here is the song he sings : 

of the hours of prayer that resulted in his conversion (11. 19-21 ) : 

. . . where was a, where was a place? 

I whirled out wings that spell 
And fled with a fling of the heart to the heart of the Host. 

17 The Wreck of the Deutschland , 11 . 89-92, B 44 (Aug. 21, 1877). 
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of his vocation (11. 29, 31-32) : 

I steady as a water in a well, to a poise, to a pane, 

... a vein 

Of the gospel proffer, a pressure, a principle, Christ’s gift. 

of his days spent in loving observation of nature as a young 
Jesuit ( 11 . 38-40) : 

. . . tho’ he is under the world’s splendor and wonder, 

His mystery must be instressed, stressed; 

For I greet him the days I meet him, and bless when I understand. 

of his hours of trial when he discovered (11. 69-70) : 

Beyond saying sweet, past telling of tongue, 

Thou art lightning and love, I found it, a winter and warm; 

of his prayer for himself and all men (11. 73-76) : 

With an anvil-ding 
And with fire in him forge thy will 
Or rather, rather then, stealing as Spring 

Through him, melt him but master him still: 

After the composition of The Wreck of the Deutschland silence 
closes about the activities of Hopkins for two years. Of these he 
might say only : 

Away in the loveable west, 

On a pastoral forehead of Wales, 

I was under a roof here, I was at rest . . . 18 

His studies continued apace and he began now to take a more 
active interest in poetic production. In January, 1877, eight 
months before his ordination, we hear of him again. He is pre- 
paring for his final examination in moral theology, and many in a 
similar position will agree with his sweeping description of the 
subject: “You see, moral theology covers the whole of life and 
to know it it is best to begin by knowing everything, as medicine, 
law, history, banking 5 ’ (F 95. Jan. 6, 1877). Hopkins could not 

1B The Wreck of the Deutschland , 11 . 185-187. 
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begin by knowing everything, but he did end by knowing moral 
theology. His analyses of the nature and essential elements of sin, 
of free will and grace which occur in his Notes on the Spiritual 
Exercises of St. Ignatius make this abundantly clear, as does a 
short explanation of the sin of presumption which he gives to 
Patmore. 19 

Preparation for the examination in this subject is always ex- 
hausting, and Hopkins found it unusually so, for afterwards he 
admitted that he was “very very tired, yes ‘a thousand times and 
yet a thousand times’ and ‘scarce can go or creep’ ” (B 33. Apr. 3, 
1877). His weariness, however, did not prevent him from writing 
to Bridges a long and detailed criticism of the latter’s poems. 
Bridges had objected to Hopkins’ superiors reading his letters. 
The Jesuit had attempted to explain this practice common to re- 
ligious orders, and when Bridges apparently said that he didn’t 
like Jesuits anyway, Hopkins’ answer was simple and experi- 
mental: “Did you ever see one?” (B 40. Apr. 3, 1877). One is 
tempted to feel that neither then nor at any other time did Bridges 
really see a Jesuit, for despite the intimacy of their association he 
never really understood his friend. His unfortunate blindness is 
frequently manifested in Hopkins’ letters and is shared by all too 
many of those who have professed admiration for Hopkins’ poems 
and have pioneered in publicizing them. 

The study of theology came to an end on September 27th when 
Hopkins was ordained to the priesthood. This most important 
event in his life must pass by without comment, for comment there 
is none save for two letters of congratulations he subsequently re- 
ceived. 20 But no matter, since Hopkins and his brother Jesuits 
ordained with him : 

Christ minds : Christ’s interest, what to avow or amend . . . 

Their ransom, their rescue, and first, fast, last friend. 21 

19 F 174 (Oct. 25, 1883). See also on sin N317-321; on fj-ee will and 
grace N 322-328; on infused virtue of faith N 336; on Incarnation 346-351. 

ao F 262 (Nov. 13, 1877) and F 267 (Oct. 23, 1877). 

21 The Lantern out of Doors. 
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4. PRIEST AND TERTIAN (1877-1882) 

After his ordination at St. Beuno’s Hopkins leaves the retire- 
ment of a life of study and becomes engaged in active priestly 
work. Events crowd upon us and it becomes impossible here to 
follow his activities in detail. For the purpose of our subject the 
remaining twelve years of his life fall into three inevitable periods. 
The first spans the years which he spent principally at Mt. St. 
Mary’s College, Chesterfield; at St. Aloysius’, Oxford; and at St. 
Francis Xavier’s, Liverpool. During this time he has his first con- 
tact with the work for which he had been prepared. At the con- 
clusion of these four years Hopkins is given an opportunity during 
the tertianship to evaluate the past and to adjust himself, his 
plans and his spiritual life to the active ministry as he has found it. 
Finally in the last six years of his life he returns once more to the 
active ministry at Stonyhurst and later at University College, 
Dublin. 

During this first period it was evidently the intention of superiors 
to test the aptitude of the new priest in various positions. At Mt. 
St. Mary’s, where he remained for only seven months, his work 
was mostly administrative; at Oxford and Liverpool he was en- 
gaged in the duties of a parish priest, hearing confessions, preach- 
ing and visiting his flock. In none of these positions did he distin- 
guish himself, but it is not therefore to be imagined that he was a 
dismal failure. Rare indeed is the preacher who achieves im- 
mediate success. Hopkins, a novice in this type of work, could only 
hope to emulate such men as his Liverpool superior, Father James 
Clare, S.J., who had long been acknowledged as a master of sacred 
eloquence. Even before Hopkins had become a convert, Father 
Clare’s reputation and ability as a preacher had drawn large 
crowds to the Jesuit church at Farm Street. Beside the accomplish- 
ments of such a man, the efforts of any newly ordained priest 
would seem unsuccessful. Certainly Hopkins’ efforts seemed un- 
successful to himself, but it can be seriously doubted whether his 
audiences took such a harsh view of the matter. Because of the 
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unfortunate reception which greeted one of his sermons given at 
St. Beuno’s it has been concluded that “the immediate effect 
even of his serious preaching was likely to be comic or disastrous” 
(N xxxi) . Reading his sermons it is hard to credit such a conclu- 
sion. The ‘Dominical’ episode during which some of his fellow 
Jesuits “laughed . . . prodigiously” has no significance — as any 
Jesuit who has given a practice sermon and seen what manner of 
reception it received, will agree. In Jesuit houses of study such 
sermons occur at community meals sometimes as frequently as 
four times a week during the regular school year. They are given 
in the presence of men who are primarily assembled for the pur- 
pose of eating. Throughout the entire sermon there are distrac- 
tions: mumbled requests for service, waiters walking back and 
forth, attending to the needs of their tables or stacking plates on 
serving carts, dishes rattling and even on rare occasions tumbling 
with a crash to the floor. The sermon itself is addressed, not to 
the community but to some imaginary group, and many a would- 
be Bourdaloue finds this a serious handicap. He cannot hope to 
overcome the distractions of his position by moving his audience 
directly, for at most they only overhear remarks supposedly di- 
rected at others. In such surroundings even the most eloquent may 
arouse prodigious laughter. It is interesting to note that when 
Hopkins as a novice addressed the community directly in his 
panegyric on St. Stanislaus, he made a deep impression on his 
audience. At Liverpool difficulties were to be expected when he 
preached to congregations which Father Clare and others more 
experienced than Hopkins had addressed. These difficulties were 
mostly infelicities of phrase, expression or comparison. Hopkins, 
conscientious, severe in his judgment of himself, may have magni- 
fied the importance of his faults, but his superiors only suggested 
one or two corrections and then “poohpoohed the matter and 
would not look at it” (N 433) . 

Intimates of Father Hopkins in these years were impressed 
mostly by his priestly spirit. As a young priest he could say sin- 
cerely (B 64. Jan. 29, 1879) : 
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And I take leave to repeat and you cannot but see, that it is a noble 
thing and not a miserable something or other to give alms and help 
the needy and stint ourselves for the sake of the unhappy and deserv- 
ing. 

During these years the priest gave abundant alms of himself in 
the performance of his sacred duties. The influence of his zeal 
embraced both his flock and his friends, though with the latter he 
had little success. He was repeatedly rebuffed despite the frequent 
efforts he made to arouse in Bridges an awareness of the super- 
natural. It was to be a source of sadness to him throughout his 
entire life. He could say: “As I am criticising you, so does Christ, 
only more correctly and affectionately, both as a poet and as a 
man” (B 73. Feb. 23, 1879). He could urge Bridges to approach 
God with “the humblest and most earnest prayers” (B 1 18. Jan. 
26, 1881). At one time he could enter most gracefully the door 
to Bridges’ heart, telling him (B 263. Nov. 2, 1887) : 

I do not know whether I told you . . . but for fear it should never 
have been said, I may write now that ... I had the impression I 
had never in my life met a sweeter lady than Mrs. Bridges. You may 
wear a diamond on your finger and yet never have seen it in a side 
light, so I tell you. 

At another time he could try to have Bridges enter the door of his 
own heart by explaining to him the Catholic religion and his own 
vocation (B 186. Oct. 24, 1883). But to the end his friend was 
a disappointment to him, as for example, when he expressed satis- 
faction over the defection from the Church and the priesthood 
of one of Hopkins’ closest boyhood friends (B 298. Oct. 20, 
1888): 

It is as you say about Addis. But why should you be glad? Why at 
any rate should you burst upon me that you are glad, when you know 
that I cannot be glad? It seems there is something in you interposed 
between . . . the Christian and the man of the world which hurts, 
which is to me like biting on a cinder in bread. Take the simplest 



HOPKINS AND THE SOCIETY OF JESUS 39 

view of the matter: he has made shipwreck ... I feel the same 
deep affection for him as ever, but the respect is gone. 

Such is the relationship between them that we can expect to 
find but few references in Hopkins 5 letters to the priestly work 
he is doing. He refers to visiting the sick and administering the 
last sacraments (B 123. Jan. 26, 1881 ), he interrupts a letter to 
visit the workhouse (B 95. Oct. 22, 1879), te ^ Bridges of a 
boy, about whom he had written one of his poems: “The little 
hero of The Handsome Heart has gone to school at Boulogne to 
be bred for a priest and he is bent on being a Jesuit” (B 92. Oct. 
8, 1879). We learn of his revulsion over the sad lot of the city 
poor huddled in their own dirt and grime, spawning immorality 
and crimes. He who was so sensitive not only to sin but even to 
imperfection that he would penance himself for an unkind word, 
who sang of: 

Head, heart, hand, heel and shoulder 
That beat and breathe in power — 22 

wept bitterly over the multitude that would not hear him. Fagged, 
harried, gallied up and down, he was at times so dismayed that he 
could exclaim: “And the drunkards go on drinking, the filthy, 
as the scripture says, are filthy still : human nature is so inveterate. 
Would that I had seen the last of it” (B no. Oct. 26, 1880). It 
is the cry of the priest who knows that his best efforts will go un- 
heeded and that his success must be patterned after the apparent 
failure of Christ. 

The time had come for building up his reserves of spiritual 
strength, and on October 10th, 1881, Hopkins began his year’s 
tertianship at Manresa, Roehampton. Here he found rest and 
contentment while newspapers and world events, poetry and 
literary criticism were for a time, left behind. Shortly after his ar- 
rival he tells Canon Dixon, with whom he had resumed ac- 
quaintance during the first year of his priesthood (D 75. Oct. 12, 
1881): 

22 Morning , Midday and Evening Sacrifice . 
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... in the midst of outward occupations not only the mind is drawn 
away from God, which may be at the call of duty and be God’s will, 
but unhappily the will too is entangled, worldly interests freshen, and 
worldly ambitions revive. The man who in the world is as dead to the 
world as if he were buried in the cloister is already a saint. But this is 
our ideal. 

How close Hopkins came to fulfilling that ideal is seen in his 
evaluation of the importance of poetry in his priestly life. 

As a young convert about to enter the Society of Jesus Hopkins 
had decided that the writing of poetry would interfere with his 
vocation and hence “resolved to write no more, as not belonging 
to my profession” (D 14. Oct. 5, 1878). One is tempted to doubt 
the wisdom of this decision and to hope that it was not made in- 
dependently of the prudent advice of his confessor. Perhaps what 
C. G. Abbott says may be true, that at this time “there was danger 
to his soul in the exercise of his gift as a poet. He feared the 
temptation as one of the secret solicitations of the world” 
(B xxxvi) . Or perhaps he felt that it was unworthy of him: 

Having the infinitely great 

Therewith to hanker for the small! 23 

This resolution Hopkins kept until his rector at St. Beuno’s ex- 
pressed the hope that someone would write a poem on the wreck 
of the Deutschland , a hope which Hopkins readily fulfilled. He 
made one attempt to have this poem and another subsequent work 
published. Although these attempts failed, he continued to write 
from time to time as inspiration and occasion offered. This was 
not often, as he tells Bridges: “I shall never have leisure or desire 
to write much” (B 54. May 30, 1878), and “I cannot in con- 
science spend time on poetry, neither have I the inducements and 
inspirations that make others compose. . . . Then again I have 
of myself made verse so laborious” (B 66. Feb. 15, 1879). The 
wellsprings of his poetry were either professional experiences or 
deeply personal emotions which Hopkins could not refrain from 
23 it Voice from the World , N 20. 
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expressing in verse. While some of this work was sent to Bridges 
and Dixon for them to admire and criticise, he was convinced that 
“The only just judge, the only just literary critic, is Christ, who 
prizes, is proud of, and admires, more than any man, more than 
the receiver himself can, the gifts of his own making” (D 8, 
June 13, 1878). 

Of the fame which publication of his poems might bring him 
he was wary (D 6.) : 

it is a great danger in itself, as dangerous as wealth every bit, I should 
think, and as hard to enter the kingdom of heaven with. And even if 
it does not lead men to break the divine law, yet it gives them 
“itching ears” and makes them live on public breath. 

Hence he could say that he will make no attempts to publish his 
works and could feel that if they were published even by his 
superiors he would not be altogether glad. 24 

When at the importunate promptings of Dixon he did submit 
to Hall Caine some sonnets which were refused, he subsequently 
poked fun at Caine whose “manner was that I was ‘a young 
aspirant’ and he a judge by whose nod I stood or fell — a thing not 
to be thought” (B 129. May 14, 1881). Dixon felt bad about 
this refusal of Caine, but Hopkins had candidly warned him: 
“The life I lead is liable to many mortifications but the want of 
fame as a poet is the least of them” (D 28. May 12, 1879). 

^,At Roehampton Hopkins once more, and now for the last 
time, reconsiders his evaluation of the importance of poetry in his 
life. The long retreat began during the second week of November, 
and after some days spent in silence and prayer the first day of 
repose or break-day, as it is sometimes called, occurred. At this 
point the usual retreat order was suspended to some extent, 
silence was lifted and the retreatants were encouraged to rest and 
refresh themselves in preparation for the next week of the retreat. 
On this day Hopkins received a letter from Dixon who placed the 

a4 B66 (Feb. 15, 1879). See B 196 (Aug. 12, 1884) for a list of the few 
persons to whom Hopkins showed his poetry during his lifetime. 
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problem of poetry squarely before him. His heart bleeds, he says, 
for the choice that his Jesuit friend has made, and while he rec- 
ognizes the high spiritual motives which prompt Hopkins he 
clings “to the hope that you will find it consistent with all you 
have undertaken to pursue poetry still, as occasion may serve. 

. . . Surely one vocation cannot destroy another” (D90. Nov. 4, 
1881 ) . If the Jesuit had been inclined to defer reviewing his posi- 
tion towards poetry he could no longer do so. During the second 
week of the retreat while he was following Our Lord in His Public 
Life and rededicating himself to the standard of the King of kings, 
he considers the decision which he made as a novice. On the 
second break-day he begins to write his answer to Dixon ; but time 
does not permit its conclusion and once more he returns to prayer, 
this time sorrowing as his Leader during the Passion deliberately 
chooses humiliation, suffering and death that He might, as He 
says, give us an example. The third break-day arrives and Hopkins 
finishes what he has to say to his friend. His decision has been 
made and he will not, after viewing Christ’s sacrifice, fail in his 
generosity or willingness to imitate his Master. Still the letter is 
not sent to Dixon until the end of the retreat after Hopkins has 
meditated on the glory of the risen Christ and sealed his dedica- 
tion with an act of purest love. In this dedication there was no 
haste, no compulsion, no heroic immaturity, but only the con- 
sidered judgment of a man who had walked for a month by the 
side of Christ and there found how best to serve Him. Before such 
a determination our murmurs of disappointment must be rev- 
erently stilled. Hopkins, whose vision was clearer than our own, 
knew that Christ Our Lord : “if he choose to avail himself of what 
I leave at his disposal he can do so with a felicity and with a 
success which I could never command” (D 93. Dec. 1, 1881 ). 

After the long retreat Hopkins spent much of his time preparing 
sermons for the tour of work which was later assigned him during 
Lent. He was also occupied with gathering materials on the sub- 
ject of sacrifice and beginning his projected commentary on the 
Spiritual Exercises. Just before the end of the tertianship Bridges 
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visited his friend and was present at the Corpus Christi procession, 
which all agreed was not brisk and joyous, but heavy and dead 
(B 148. June 10, 1882). Perhaps Bridges agreed too vehemently, 
for Hopkins found it necessary to remind him that while such 
things has no significance for his friend (Ibid.), 

what is strange and unpleasant is that you sometimes speak as if they 
had in reality none for me and you were only waiting with a certain 
disgust till I too should be disgusted with myself enough to throw off 
the mask . . . Yet I can hardly think you do not think I am in 
earnest. And let me say, to take no higher ground, that without 
earnestness there is nothing sound or beautiful in character . . . 

These words should be noted by students of Hopkins who are in- 
clined to feel that the priest was forever looking back with longing 
upon the sacrifice of the muse he had intelligently and heroically 
made. To read into Hopkins’ occasional complaints about the lack 
of poetic inspiration an importance they did not assume, is, as 
Hopkins himself said, “unreasonable and is to make difficulties” 
(B 163. Mar. 26, 1882). We should remember what Bridges 
failed ever to realize : that Hopkins was deeply in earnest about 
this, and “a man who is deeply in earnest is not very eager to 
assert his earnestness, as they say when a man is really certain he 
no longer disputes but is indifferent” (B 163). 

5. JESUIT AND POET (1882-1889) 

In the beginning of September, 1882, Hopkins became a mem- 
ber of the Stonyhurst faculty. From that time until his death in 
1889 h e was engaged in teaching, correcting papers or examina- 
tions, and collecting materials for a number of projects which 
he hoped would eventually find their way into print. Both at 
Stonyhurst and later at Dublin, where he went in 1884, he labored 
to achieve (B 173. Feb. 3, 1883) 

that chastity of mind which seems to lie at the very heart and be the 
parent of all other good, the seeing at once what is best, the holding 
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to that, and the not allowing anything else whatever to be even heard 
pleading to the contrary. 

During his long retreat in the tertianship he had seen what was 
best for him, and now he held on to it with vigor, not allowing 
anything else to be heard pleading to the contrary. If at that time 
the mind rather than the heart embraced renunciation of poetry 
for a higher good, his choice was then made “with the elective 
will, not the affective essentially; but the affective will will follow” 
(N 416). It did follow, for two years before his death he wrote 
calmly to Dixon: “What becomes of my verses I care little, but 
about . . . what I write or could write on philosophical matters, 
I do” (D 150. Jan. 27, 1887). Like Patmore he did not think he 
was (F 214. Apr. 7, 1885) 

uselessly employed. Dont you think that a soul wh. has filled itself 
very full of a great unspoken and unspeakable thought may, if it 
attain its last end, teach the world by uttering it into the hearts of 
men in some far more powerful way than words? 

Hopkins could never join with those who would make poetry and 
art an absolute good. For him it was a luxury to be placed in his 
determined scale of values after the priesthood, after teaching, 
after his professional writing, after his study of literature and 
music. To those who would exalt it above all these things, but 
especially above his vocation given to him by God, to those who, 
misunderstanding the Jesuit, attempt to understand the poet by 
slighting the priest, Hopkins might well say, firmly but kindly 
(D 146. Oct. 23, 1886) : 

For myself literally words would fail me to express the loathing and 
horror with which I think of it and of man setting up the work of 
his own hands, of that hand within the mind, the imagination, for 
God Almighty who made heaven and earth. 

The Jesuit poet’s last years at Dublin were filled with many 
trials and sufferings. He had said that want of fame as a poet was 
the least of the mortifications in the life he led; but there were 
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others which could not be so easily borne. The first of these, and 
the one which cannot be overstressed, was ill health. When a 
young teacher at the Oratory in 1868 he had complained of this 
(F 84. Feb. 12, 1868), and as we have seen, he was subject to 
intermittent attacks during his first years as a Jesuit. The opera- 
tion which he underwent while a philosopher seemed to bring only 
temporary relief. We know that he was ill just before his ordina- 
tion (F 267. Oct. 23, 1877) and during the year which followed 
his departure from St. Beuno’s. Weariness from overworking him- 
self, from diarrhoea and vomiting, often sapped his strength and 
caused, naturally enough, fits of deep depression in which he 
cried out “in that coffin of weakness and dejection in which I live” 
(B 214. Apr. 1, 1885). His satisfaction on hearing of the Dublin 
appointment was subdued, particularly because he felt that he 
was not at all strong and did not see how he was to become so 
(B 190. Mar. 25, 1884). As one year at Dublin yielded to an- 
other he began to be more subject to murderous colds and rheu- 
matism, to nervous prostration approaching madness, to blinding 
eye trouble of a particularly painful nature. These things he re- 
veals mostly in his letters to Bridges, who was a doctor and whom 
he had consulted for professional advice . 25 Such, finally, is his 
decline in health that on the third anniversary of his arrival in 
Dublin he says sorrowfully: “I only need one thing — a working 
strength” (B 251. Feb. 17, 1887). 

One might expect that such a man would take prudent care of 
himself, would use every legitimate opportunity for necessary 
change and rest. Hopkins did not do this; he was forever applying 
the spur to his weary body and mind, and only utter exhaustion 
could make him succumb. In the winter of 1885 refuses to 
spend the Christmas vacation at Hampstead with his family, and 
by New Year’s Day he is jaded (B 201. Jan. 1, 1885). During a 
short visit to Clongowes Wood College he spends his time reading 
and working over his criticism of one of Bridges’ books. In March 
his health and appearance are so bad that one of his brother 

25 Vid. 61 B 84 (June 22, 1879) and 78 B 138 (Oct. 22, 1881 ). 
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Jesuits “will have it that I am dying — of anaemia” (B 208. Mar. 
24, 1885), and Hopkins admits that he is “weak in body and 
harassed in mind.” The Easter holidays find him in the same un- 
satisfactory condition, but he continues to work hard over some 
musical compositions. By the middle of May the burden of “work, 
worry, and languishment of body and mind” (B 216. May 17, 
1885) is so great that he confesses to Bridges: “my fits of sadness, 
though they do not affect my judgment, resemble madness. 
Change is the only relief, and that I can seldom get.” How closely 
ill health was companioned by desolation and the thought of 
despair will be seen from the important fact that during these 
months the Dublin sonnets, unbidden and against his will, were 
written, as he says (B 221. Sept. 1, 1885), literally in blood. 

In addition to his health, which was ill enough to crush anyone, 
there were other trials. To the inevitable loneliness of the priest 
were added the loss of former friends and grief over the spiritual 
barriers which his conversion had raised between his family and 
himself. It is indeed true that “the kind and contented way” 
(F 37. June 13, 1868), in which his parents received the news 
of his conversion and of his vocation, had been a great comfort 
to him; throughout all his Jesuit life Hopkins’ relations with his 
family remained familiar, loving, free of restraint. So, too, it was 
with the companions of his earlier years; his correspondence with 
them continued to be that easy, intimate exchange which exists 
only between close friends. However, despite such intimacies, 
between himself and all these others there was a difference too 
great to be ignored. He had so much he wished to share with 
them, so many gifts of peace and truth which he himself had 
found since his conversion to the Catholic Church. Yet he stood 
alone (No. 44) : 

To seem the stranger lies my lot, my life 

Among strangers. Father and mother dear, 

Brothers and sisters are in Christ not near 

And he my peace my parting, sword and strife. 
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Nor was this enough. The Irish question troubled him excessively, 
and his love for England made it painful to contemplate any 
decadence in her government or peoples. Finally there was the 
bitter disappointment contained in his growing realization that he 
would never finish or print anything that he considered of im- 
portance. Though he had rejected any possibility of recognition 
or fame as a poet, he was convinced that his position as professor 
of classics and as fellow at the Royal University demanded schol- 
arly research and composition. His spirit of indifference as far as 
his poetry was concerned, did not extend itself to these other 
fields. This was part of his work, the job he felt he had been 
given to do; and so he wanted to write, he longed to publish. 
His career as a Jesuit was strewn with the dying and dead 
hopes of books and papers he had planned on innumerable 
subjects — The Spiritual Exercises , Sacrifice, St. Patrick’s Con- 
fession, Metrics, The Dorian Measure, Philosophy of Art, Aeschy- 
lus, Sophocles, The Greek Negatives, Statistics and Free Will, 
Light and the Ether, Welsh, and Music. He had spoken to his 
superiors about these subjects, had received their encouragement 
(B 150. Sept. 26, 1882), but it was to no avail. His health and 
consequently his spirits failed him and he could not go on in the 
face of uncertainties: “. . . but when shall I finish it? or if 
finished will it pass the censors? or if it does will the Classical 
Review or any magazine take it?” (B 270. Jan. 12, 1888). 

Through these frequently dark days at Dublin the fortitude of 
the Jesuit poet shines clear. In a fragment of his spiritual notes 
he reminds himself: “—take it that weakness, ill health, every 
cross is a help. Calix quern Pater meus dedit mihi non bibam 
illud ?” (N 416) . As for the others, few could have guessed his real 
condition. When Bridges told him that Andrew Lang was deeply 
discouraged and compared Lang’s condition to that of the Jesuit, 
Hopkins quietly replied : “I am sorry for poor Lang, if his dejec- 
tion is so deep as you describe (only that, since you speak of me, I 
may say that I must conceal myself or it, which it seems he does 
neither of)” (B 247. Dec. n, 1886). Now, of course, it is dif- 
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ferent. The emergence of Hopkins as a major Victorian poet has 
made public property of what was once known only to a few 
special friends, to some of his brother Jesuits and to his superiors. 
Like most public property the information has been frequently ill 
used. Sincere but inconsiderate and patchwork quoting from 
Hopkins 5 eminently quotable letters and notebooks has often pro- 
duced sad results. Thus students of English literature have done 
Hopkins and themselves and their study a grave injustice. Per- 
haps this was an inevitable adjunct to the strictly literary approach 
which is interested in Hopkins primarily because he was a poet, 
and is prone to evaluate all other things in relation to his poetry. 
In Hopkins’ case such an approach is not to be rejected utterly, 
but it must be bridled, it must be fitted to the facts which Hop- 
kins himself has given and which have been seen in this narra- 
tion of his daily life as a Jesuit. 

Among all these facts two shine forth clearly and unmistakably. 
The first is negative — a negation of the importance of poetry in 
his life. One may not like this fact, may even conjecture such a 
negation to be unnecessary or imprudent, but one must accept it. 
Even as a young convert anticipating the possibility of a vocation 
to the priesthood, Hopkins had felt that poetry must play a 
minor part in his life. Throughout his early years as a Jesuit 
student this conviction persisted and in his tertianship it was sealed 
forever. Henceforth he might nod at the Muse but never seriously 
court her. 

The second fact is positive — an affirmation of the supremacy 
of the supernatural in his life. Because he hoped for such a 
supremacy he became a Jesuit, and the Society of Jesus carefully 
nourished this hope until its object became a reality. Now such 
supremacy is not achieved overnight; the natural man cannot be 
slipped off like an old overcoat. And yet there are many who 
would tragically dramatize the fact that Hopkins, like his Hero 
and Leader Christ, often found in his work of saving souls, not 
peace but a sword. There seem to be many who mistakenly con- 
ceive dedication to Christ as a blissful state in which one enjoys 
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ecstatic resignation to a fait accompli made easy and secure by 
immunity to all the ills and weaknesses of poor human nature. 
The heart of the matter is that sanctity does not consist in free- 
dom from trials. The true lover of Christ is anxious to suffer as 
Christ Himself did, is most perfectly fulfilling his dedication when 
despite his suffering he cleaves to Christ because he loves Him. 
This Hopkins did; the Jesuit in him had already grown to full 
stature long before his death. 

But what of the poet? It is, of course, foolish to conjecture 
vhat kind of poet Hopkins would have been had he followed a 
different vocation. Though his early works show great promise, it 
is upon the poetry of his Jesuit years that his reputation rests. 
'The contribution which the Society of Jesus made to this poetry 
is incalculable. It could not make Hopkins a poet in spite of 
himself, but in wisely guiding and tenderly caring for Hopkins 
the Jesuit and the priest, the Society of Jesus, more than can ever 
be known, formed Hopkins the poet. It fostered in the man those 
interests of mind and qualities of character that constitute the 
universality of his poetic appeal. His work as a teacher stimulated 
research in metrics and led directly to the development of his 
metrical innovations. His years as a student afforded him ample 
opportunity to indulge a spontaneous love of the natural world 
and of natural beauty, while his spiritual growth during those 
same years elevated that love of nature in all its moods and 
appearances, enabling him to experience supernaturally “the 
dearest freshness deep down things / 5 26 the stress of the Divine 
hand as it moves over mountains and streams, inscaping the 
world to its own likeness. Hopkins’ intense spiritual life, born of 
the Spiritual Exercises of St. Ignatius, daily strengthened by medi- 
tation and vividly realized in every hour of joy or hardship, finds 
its full expression in the passionate and personal force of his verse. 
Hopkins’ priesthood was the food of that rare insight, quick 
sympathy and love of humanity which made his poetic master- 
pieces.'" It is no accident that his poems awaken an immediate 
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response because of their vigorous, uncompromising honesty. For 
the Society of Jesus desires and exhorts all her sons to avoid self- 
deception, to strive for perfect humility which is nothing but gen- 
uine honesty, and to make such honesty the guiding rule of every 
thought, word and deed. 

Had Hopkins never become a Jesuit he would, without doubt, 
still have achieved distinction as a poet. But it would have been 
a different Hopkins, and much that his poems now possess to 
perfect measure, would be strangely missing. 

Towards the very end of his life Hopkins seems to have achieved 
a balance which time and experience might have made more 
permanent. His letters to Bridges indicate that his last year at 
Dublin found him happier at his work. Perhaps, had he lived, 
some of the peace and patience of his Jesuit student days might 
have arisen from all this suffering. The same fragment of his 
spiritual notes indicates such a prospect. After jotting down the 
fact that man was created to save his soul he continues: “Con- 
sider in this life the meaning of these words. Consider peace, con- 
tentment, a good conscience” (N 417). A good conscience, yes, 
but utter peace and contentment, it seems, were not for him in 
this life. His eyes were turned to the storm-driven hills and he 
knew “how the joy of seeing Christ Our Lord is from having 
lived for him.” He prayed therefore earnestly to do this. 

His prayer was answered in his life as a Jesuit and in the joy 
which we may hope came to him, seeing Christ Our Lord, on 
June 8, 1889, just fifty days before his forty-fifth birthday. 



HOPKINS AND CREATIVE 
WRITING 

Arthur MacGillivray, S .J. 

i 

Three Irish children, Maeve, Rory, and Eileen, were acting 
out passages from history. Maeve, describing the Irish Queen 
Maeve, read from the book : 

“A tiara of solid gold encircled her head, and a torque of gold 
her white neck.” 

“What’s a torque?” demanded Eileen. 

“For the love of God,” Maeve said passionately, “what should 
a torque be, by the very sense of the words I’m speaking, but a 
thing to go round the neck?” 

Eileen drooped her head in contrition, while Rory turned and 
gave her his rare crooked smile, saying, “If we don’t understand 
it, let’s shut up. The thing is to feel it.” 1 

Before bringing up the suggestion that Hopkins be used as a 
model for a creative writing group, a preliminary question might 
be asked: Can students be taught to write poetry? Theodore 
Maynard says that he has yet to hear of anybody who has been 
made a poet by instruction. Though he believes with the rest of 
us that creativeness cannot be created, he is willing to admit that 
the student can be taught or shown to look at the world through 
his own eyes, that he has a vision of the world that is unique. 
Similarly, Allen Tate, contending that instructors cannot teach 
students to write, is quick to append his belief that instructors can, 
by developing students as readers who see the creative problem in 
poetry, prepare them to teach themselves. They don’t understand 

1 Howard Spring, My Son, My Son ! (The Viking Press, 1938), pp. 153- 
I 54* 
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the magic key for composing; they can’t find it, but they can be 
awakened to feel it. 

What should be pointed out in addition is the fact that the 
creative writing group, under an instructor’s direction, is already 
interested in the art of composition. We are not talking about a 
freshman college group that has yet to be converted to the liking 
of poetry, but rather of a group that has looked into its collective 
heart, asking itself the question, “Must I write?” and answering 
with a strong and simple “I must.” This group, it will be ad- 
mitted, can be taught, not how to find “inspiration” so called, 
but how to make the most of experience that lends itself to a 
poetic theme, how to profit by the successes and failures of real 
poets, how to acquire a technique arresting, individual, and by all 
means adaptable to what the poet must say. 

Every poet who ever was a poet has been taught or influenced 
by another; he was present in a classroom, in the companionship 
of a study, walking the roads, or within the pages of a book. We 
are told that Hopkins himself was influenced by Dryden, Milton, 
Swinburne, Wordsworth, Christina Rossetti, Tennyson, Spenser, 
Shakespeare, Herbert, and who knows how many others? And 
did he not learn something from his conversations and corre- 
spondence with Bridges and Patmore? ^ 

In this sense poetry can be taught. It has been so taught in our , 
day by Robert Frost (Dartmouth), David Morton (Amherst), 
Robert P. Tristram Coffin (Bowdoin), Theodore Morrison (Har- 
vard), John Ciardi (Harvard), Paul Engle (Iowa), John Mal- 
colm Brinnin (Vassar), John Holmes (Tufts), Rev. John Louis 
Bonn, S.J. (Boston College), Theodore Roethke (Michigan 
State), John Frederick Nims (Notre Dame), John Crowe Ran- 
som (Kenyon), Yvor Winters (Stanford), Mark Schorer (Cali- 
fornia), Genevieve Taggard (Sarah Lawrence), Robert Penn 
Warren (Minnesota), and Morton Dauwen Zabel (Loyola) — to 
indicate partially what has been done. 

Recalling the years when she taught creative writing to the 
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students of the University of Miami (Florida), Eunice Tietjens 
emphasizes her belief in the fact that poets are both bom and 
made : 

Unquestionably, a true poet must have somewhere under his brain- 
pan, a subtle personal sense of organic rhythm and the individual 
fashion of looking at the world which gives his utterances their con- 
tent. But he must have far more than this. He must have technical 
control ; he must know how to use the tools of his trade, how to make 
his lines telling and how to avoid the numberless pitfalls which beset 
the tyro. It is this craft side of poetry which can be taught, and 
learned . 2 

Let those who are unconvinced be unconvinced. If Hopkins, 
after living a hundred years on this our earth, were interested in 
anything other than how to prepare himself for his departure, 
conceivably he might have something to say about the problems 
of a poet writing in the nineteen forties. He, as an adviser, as a 
teacher, might emphasize the importance of writing in ordinary 
modern speech heightened and excited, not necessarily in the 
obvious capitalization manner of Fearing, but as John Holmes 
has suggested, rediscovering our living speech and ceasing to 
compose, Chinese-fashion, in a literary language^writing more 
for the ear than for the eye. Hopkins might consider the pos- 
sibilities of radio as a poetic medium which offers a living audience 
more numerous than the troubadours ever dreamed of, whereby 
poetry could come out of the boudoir and the study to match 
itself against the world. 

What the future of poetry will be is anybody’s guess. The 
poets of the thirties, David Daiches has reminded us, were con- 
fused about their audience; having been concerned with diagnos- 
ing the ills of their time, they tended to equate the diagnosis 
with cure. Using intricately rich techniques derived from Hopkins, 

a Eunice Tietjens, “On Teaching the Writing of Poetry,” Poetry: A 
Magazine of Verse 47 (Nov., 1935), pp. 92-93. 
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Donne, the French Symbolists, Eliot, Pound, and some personal 
choices, they tried to express in crowded verse their view of the 
nature of their discontents — producing some exciting poetry, it is 
true, but never ceasing to sound like experimentalists. Getting 
back to the golden aura of peace will involve much private war- 
fare among the poets who, it can be prophesied, will still sound 
like experimentalists. And that is where Hopkins enters and 
offers a technical helping hand. 

v “Our century likes thorny, tangled poetry like that of Donne 
and Hopkins,” says Elizabeth Atkins, 3 perhaps, we might say, 
because we live in a thorny, tangled century wherein our reading 
preferences reflect our private and public concern. And we have 
several poets who though not ostensibly imitating Hopkins, have 
caught his breath to express whatever wonder and awe they have 
found in the world about them. Katherine Garrison Chapin’s 
“Look, more than beauty beckons, more than sheer, sharp 
height!” 4 contains the Hopkins magic, reminiscent of 

O the mind, mind has mountains; cliffs of fall 
Frightful, sheer . . . 

while Elizabeth Madox Roberts in the remarkable I, Adam, 
almost echoes the compound active images which mirrored 
Hopkins’ mind : 

I named the birds and all the cattle . . . 

Lump-backed, web-foot, keel-breast, fish and fowl. 

When God made the ox he brought it before me 
To see how I would him call. 

‘What is it?’ God said, and he set a thing on a stone. 
Hooked-beak, have-take, swoop-snatch, and swift talk 
Of a short, crooked claw, and I said, 

‘It is the hawk.’ 

3 Elizabeth Atkins, Edna St. Vincent Millay and Her Times: (Chicago 
University Press, 1936), p. 205. 

4 Katherine Garrison Chapin, Plain-Chant for America (Harper & Brothers, 

1942 ), p. 74- 
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Or again : God put in the grass and the air . . . 

‘What is it?’ (God’s laughter) A bubble of dark 
Re-winded water, wing beat up and over. 

And I flung, ‘Hark, hark, the lark . . .* 5 

Francis Maguire, evidently a scholar of Hopkins’ “Glory be to 
God” school, voices his theme nicely in These Things: 

/ Today the wind narrowed; the thunder-black clouds 
Are chill-June, and good against the under-side-swept leaves. 
And O, for this day and its like — for wind-heaves 
That curdle cloy-air, for rain’s crowds 
In solitudes of sun, for hail, for a crow’s call 
For things that make dark the sun- white, tart the sweet — 

A snorting stallion, cats jungle-neat — 

Glory, glory to the Wonder Maker of them all — 

For these are the things that keep the soul, that spill 
Tempests of peace when bright rebellion singes 
The lone, inflammable mind, when loud, proud, 

The tongue would hail tongue; the will, will. 

These soothe when the heart would pull earth from its hinges, 
Life from the planets, death from its soft shroud . 6 

Perhaps Mr. Maguire’s poem is too Hopkinslike, with its hyphena- 
tions, alliteration, monosyllabic colorful verbs, internal rhyme, 
ellipsis. Despite the tour de force, he has produced a poem. 

Similarly Clive Sansom’s Seagulls is patterned somewhat after 
Hopkins’ famous Windhover “off, off forth on swing” : 

More than birds’ music, 

Than all their movement 
Swift curve of swallow, 

Kestrel’s poising or plunge of falcon, 

I admire the strong smooth flight of gulls. 

They are so effortless in their planing, 

5 Elizabeth Madox Roberts, “I, Adam” : Poetry: A Magazine of Verse , 54 
(April, 1939), P- 24- 

6 Francis Maguire, *' 
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Drifting so lightly over the water 
On wind-current and their strength 
Lifting to beat the wind — 

Parting its waves swiftly — 

Ploughing with steel wings 
Then, mastering in surrender — 

Anchoring for a moment in the wind, 

Returning on its full tide, wing-spread, at Schneider speed, 
Lovely — O, lovelier than all birds’ movement, 

Than all their music! 7 

Where Hopkins actually makes his Windhover fly lone and beauti- 
ful without aid, Mr. Sansom seems to be directing his bird by radio 
beam, counselling it to return at Schneider speed! But withal, 
again, a poem. 

Hopkins’ delight in The Starlight Night where he makes us 
“Look at the stars! look, look . . suffuses W. R. Rodgers’ 
Stormy Day with the expected air of surprise : 

O look how the loops and balloons of bloom 
Bobbing on long strings from the finger-ends 
And knuckles of the lurching cherry-tree 
Heap and hug, elbow and part, this wild day, 

Like a careless carillon cavorting; 

And the beaded whips of the beeches splay 

And dip like anchored weed round a drowned rock, 

And hovering effortlessly the rooks 

Hang on the wind’s effrontery as if 

On hooks, then loose their hold and slide away 

Like sleet sidewards down the warm swimming sweep 

Of wind. O it is a lovely time when 

Out of the sunk and rigid sumps of thought 

Our hearts rise and race with new sounds and sights 

And signs, tingling delightedly at the sting 

And crunch of springless carts on gritty roads, 

The caught kite dangling in the skinny wires, 

7 Clive Sansom, The Unfailing Spring: London: The Favil Press, 1943), 

p. 6. 
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The swipe of a swallow across the eyes, 

Striped awnings stretched on lawns. New things surprise 
And stop us everywhere . . . 8 

This poem sounds so much like Hopkins, that if he himself had 
written it, we should justly accuse him of being what he would 
call “Parnassian,” writing according to a mannerism without 
effort of inspiration. For Rodgers to have written it is merely 
another instance of how the Hopkins tradition has been perpet- 
uated in our day. 


2 

Until now, we have walked around our subject; now we look 
in. Hopkins is a good choice for a student model, not because he 
is necessarily the best poet who can aid the creative writer (cases 
could be made out for Donne, Shakespeare, Milton, Browning, 
Thompson, Claudel, Auden, Eliot, Rukeyser, and many others), 
but because he exemplifies so surely what a novice-poet should 
first seek : insight, inscape, looking through an object to determine 
its poetic qualities, what reality it contains, is. We do not limit 
the model to Hopkins for fear of keeping the poet on the pedestal 
too long, tiring not himself but his onlookers. Younger, more con- 
temporary poets like Karl Shapiro, John Frederick Nims, John 
Ciardi, Winfield Townley Scott (though it may be dangerous to 
canonize them poetically in their youth ) have much to offer the 
student and can beneficially be used for their honesty of approach, 
frankness, and almost paradoxically, their understatement. But 
Hopkins, the p*andfather of them all, is a root that has fed count- 
less branches; it is not only a sense of piety but a mark of intelli- 
gence for the branch — once granted the rationality of trees! — 
to probe into the vitality of the root. 

Direct imitation of a poet has its limitations and dangers, no 
matter who the model is, and for purposes of instruction should 

8 W. R. Rodgers, Awake! and Other Wartime Poems (London: Seeker 
and Warburg, 1941), p. 43. 
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be discouraged. Hopkins himself, we learn, leaned toward Milton, 
Keats, the Bible, Whitman. He took what he wanted from them 
and wrote in his own style. Again and again the serious student 
in the creative writing group of which we have spoken should 
be counselled to read, read, and read the best poets, think through 
a great deal, and write much. After a while it may be that de- 
structive criticism on the instructor’s part, showing the student 
what literary sins he has committed, may be of more benefit to 
him than telling him what he ought to do. Meanwhile, he can 
learn a few lessons from Hopkins, by reading so much of him 
that he begins to see even Hopkins’ Parnassian; by that time he 
will have seen the absurdity of affecting another’s style. “The 
effect of studying masterpieces,” wrote Hopkins, “is to make me 
admire and do otherwise. So it must be on every original artist 
to some degree, on me to a marked degree” (B 291. Sept. 25, 
1888). Of course, our student is not an original artist; yet, even 
original artists must take time to study the best work of other 
artists and learn tricks. 

Even though many — poets like William Butler Yeats, for ex- 
ample — have found difficulty in reading Hopkins, not being able 
to focus attention for more than a few minutes, still under direc- 
tion the student can go through Hopkins’ poems, select a dozen 
images or so, and with profit he might build a poem with the 
Hopkins bricks on any theme he chooses. The result will not be 
a poem, but at least he has begun to play with the Erector set. 
His own images may be used as well, provided they have fibre; 
after this experiment, the instructor will be satisfied with two 
“poems” like the following, which were written by students: 


SAINT ISAAC JOGUES 

For this wild whipping can I not complain, 
O Lord, and just Thy judgment of my ways; 
My broken bleeding back on cut Thy flays, 
And mind not how feel I this precious pain. 
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Wild whip me, bmisen me again, again, 

And set this willing blood of me ablaze, 

A crucible afire no end of days ; 

Nor freshen, cool me — dyke Thy mercy-rain ! 
What wonder! dream! aside flung Thou the rod, 
Bound me to Thy breast, a wounded thing, 

And let me press and kiss the feet that trod 
Me! touch the hand chastised me, glory sing! 
There is no comfort like, my Lord, my God, 

(I know, oh how I know) Thy rod, staff bring! 


TO GERARD MANLEY HOPKINS 

Why does a summer sky this snow-blown day 
Brook deep a heart with summer-shout, now cold, 

Now dumb, now everything but mild-May — 

Wise, June-fresh? (It hath stern February mould!) 

Under daylight darkness thickens here 
Where once the dour-lid bold-eyed daisy made 
Much of sun and rain. Have you an ear 
Tried and tuned, whorled by the wind-in-glade, 

Sea, mount, soft to Spring’s fingers in hair, 

Quick to Spring’s touch? My ear is full of things, 
Thrush-nests, willow at water’s-end (who knows where?), 
And red-flanked flowers flaring ir\rows where wren sings. 

Whose beauty this, Whom praise, what winters flay us? 

Hid Beauty flows out Him, Domine Deus. 

Did we mention the dangers of direct imitation? These two stu- 
dents, discreetly warned after the writing of these experimental 
verses, have since published commendable pieces in such maga- 
zines as Poetry: A Magazine of Verse, America, Spirit, Saturday 
Review of Literature, Voices, to name but a few. 

“Some poets,” according to Marshall Schacht, “begin their art 
by making a noise, then learning how to play the flute or trum- 
pet. . . . Others . . . first carve the instrument, hoping to fill 
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it later with their breath/ 5 9 Our students are the others , carving 
the instrument, reedlike as it may be in the above two examples. 
Such carving should exclude the writing of religious poetry which 
students undertake so readily and lamentably. T. S. Eliot’s advice 
has either not been heard, or if heard, stupidly rejected : 

Why, I would ask, is most religious verse so bad; and why does 
so little religious verse reach the highest levels of poetry? Largely, I 
think, because of a pious insincerity.(xfre capacity for writing poetry 
is rare; the capacity for religious emotion of the first intensity is rare; 
and it is to be expected that the existence of both capacities in the 
same individual should be rarer still. People who write devotional 
verse are usually writing as they want to feel, rather than as they do 
feel. 10 

^ Hopkins’ religious poetry is always honest and unaffected; he 
was incapable of poetic padding to which the over-pious young 
“poet” easily resortsV There are many Catholic minor magazines 
and major newspapers, whose names we shall charitably omit, 
which could positively aid the struggling Catholic Revival by not 
cultivating every pious little blossom that shoots up on the man- 
aging editor’s desk.) Once poetic maturity has set in, the writer 
may try his talents on this difficult theme, but not before. 

Observation is what the youthful writer should keep in mind. 
Keep the eyes and the mind open ! As unlike a Dostoyevsky char- 
acter as possible, he should not walk down the street seeing almost 
nothing of the external world. His eyes should be open always to 
the inner reality of all he sees, whether it be tree, trolley car, rock, 
or bum. Let him keep asking himself, “What does this resemble?” 
Hopkins saw a cuckoo, heard a cuckoo, and found that it varied 
much (B 145-146. June 5, 1882) : 

In the first place cuckoos do not always sing at the same pitch or 
in the same key : there are, so to say, alto cuckoos and tenor cuckoos. 

•Don Stanford, Review of New England Earth, Poetry: A Magazine of 
Verse 60 (May, 1942), p. 107. 

10 T. S. Eliot, After Strange Gods (Faber & Faber, Ltd., 1934 ) pp. 28-29. 
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In particular they sing lower in flying and the interval is then also 
least, it being an effort to them to strike the higher note, which is 
therefore more variable than the other. When they perch they sing 
wrong at first, I mean they correct their first try, raising the upper 
note. 

In a delicate fragment Hopkins is entranced by the sound: 
Repeat that, repeat, 

Cuckoo, bird, and open ear wells, heart-springs, 
delightfully sweet, 

With a ballad, with a ballad, a rebound 
Off trundled timber and scoops of the hillside ground, 
hollow hollow hollow ground : 

The whole landscape flushes on a sudden at a sound . 11 

Or again, in the fragment called The Woodlark , he hears the 
sound : 

Teevo cheevo cheevio chee: 

O where, what can that be? 

Weedio-weedio: there again! 

So tiny a trickle of song-strain; 

And all round not to be found 
For brier, bough, furrow, or green ground 
Before or behind or far or at hand 
Either left either right 
Anywhere in the sunlight. 

Well, after all! Ah but hark — 

‘I am the little woodlark .’ 12 

Easily would Hopkins have agreed with St. Thomas Aquinas, 
had he come across the passage, as he may have done: 

The perfection of knowledge requires that a man should know 
distinctly all that is in a thing, such as its powers, parts, and proper- 
ties. On the other hand, love is in the appetitive power which regards 
a thing as it is in itself : wherefore it suffices for the perfection of love 
that a thing be loved according as it is known in itself. Hence, it is, 

11 Poems, p. 85. 

12 Poems, p. 83. 
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therefore, that a thing is loved more than it h known; since it can be 
loved perfectly even without being perfectly known . 13 

A note-book in which to keep fragmentary impressions is help- 
ful. As an example of one who had no outstanding reputation for 
his sensitivity to nature, John Barrymore might be cited, the 
Barrymore who on a sea voyage wrote in his log: 

The sky was wonderful, bright-chocolate color and bright-silver, 
with a long low rainbow, distinct and beautiful, on one side; on the 
other, brilliant cerulean blue, with heavy spattered clouds, through 
which shone bright rays onto the horizon, like celestial searchlights . 14 

That passage might have come from Hopkins 5 Notebooks and 
Papers . In another section Barrymore writes: “Beautiful electric 
storm came up. Sky wonderful, looked like painting by Lucifer . 55 16 

Any student can be taught to catch what Henry James called 
“the tone of things . 55 Just as Pare Lorentz gave us a rhythmical 
category of rivers, the neophyte poet can be taught to put his 
experience together as did Joseph Mitchell's gloomy, defeated, 
ex-Greenwich Village poet, called by his intimates Eddie Guest , 
who was fond of reciting the names of many of the walk-up hotels 
on the Bowery : 

The Alabama Hotel, the Comet, and the Uncle Sam House, the 
Dandy, the Victoria House and the Grand Windsor Hotel, the Hous- 
ton, the Mascot, the Palace, the Progress, the Palma House and the 
White House Hotel, the Newport, the Crystal, the Lion and the 
Marathon. All flophouses. All on the Bowery. Each and all my home, 
sweet home . 16 


3 

Many young people, intent upon writing creatively, are handi- 
capped for subject-matter by their lack of experience. The love- 
theme, the religious-theme, these are pitfalls for the poet. The 

13 Summa Theologica , I— II**, q. 27, art. 2, ad 2*““. 

14 Gene Fowler, Good Night , Sweet Prince (The Viking Press, 1944), 
p. 248. 

15 Ibid., p. 250. 

16 Joseph Mitchell, “Mazie,” The New Torker, December 21, 1940, p. 26. 
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nature-theme, always safe for beginners because it allows for 
unlimited subjective reactions to objects unceasingly variable, 
Hopkins used frequentl^Look up his poems on a landscape, a 
lake, the grandeur of God in creation, dappled things, a star- 
light night, spring, May, air, evening, spring and fall, trees, the 
sea and the skylark, a bird in flight, a caged bird, harvest. See 
what he made of these themes, the insight he held firm, the excite- 
ment he conveyed. ) 

Always Hopkins wrote of what he knew, the life about him. 
Being interested in the spiritual life, he wrote of a picture of a 
saint, a silver jubilee, the cloister, a nun’s profession, the life of a 
lay-brother, sacrifice, the Virgin Mary, a soldier’s first Com- 
munion, resurrection. Being interested in human beings, he wrote 
poems for a friend, on a dead musician, a ploughman, a dead 
blacksmith, a soldier, brothers, a wedding, the unemployed. Look- 
ing about him, he saw themes in the wreck of a ship, an inn, a 
house in a valley, a lantern in the night, a candle, Oxford, Beauty. 
And looking within, he examined the heart, peace, patience, de- 
spair, loneliness, disappointment, being in exile, the purpose of 
being. Is even one of his finished poems written on a bookish 
theme? J 

When studying any one of Hopkins’ poems for creative writing 
work, the aim should be to try to find out not how Hopkins wrote 
his poems, but rather how a poem may be developed after the 
initial idea or emotion has, to use Sara Teasdale’s term, been 
irritated . Take, for example, Spring and Fall: 

Margaret, are you grieving 
Over Goldengrove unleaving? 

Leaves, like the things of man, you 
With your fresh thoughts care for, can you? 

Ah! as the heart grows older 

It will come to such sights colder 

By and by, nor spare a sigh 

Though worlds of wanwood leafmeal lie ; 

And yet you will weep and know why. 
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seemed to the horseman as though no power on earth could keep him 
from pitching yards over that enormous down-stretched yellow neck 
— seconds when the head, neck and shoulders reared up like a 
giraffe’s before his eyes as Mustard-Pot glissaded fifty sheer yards on 
his tail — seconds when the loose iron-stone of the hillside rained like 
shrapnel from their hoof-strokes — seconds when the tree-roots tip- 
tilted them at every bound — seconds when it seemed as though they 
left solid and flew, flew for dear life down the whistling void . 18 

Every Hopkins student readily grants the presence of faults, 
glaring faults, in the Hopkins technique and mannen Robert 
Bridges without apology was the first to acknowledge them; they 
should be pointed out to the writing group as eccentricities to shun. 
[First, there are his ellipses, liberties of grammar^ in such lines 
as “guess the beauty (that has) been” — “comfort (that) serves 
in a whirlwind.” We know Hopkins’ purpose behind such ob- 
scurity, to cut out unimportant words, to make his images do all 
the poetic work. But when such omissions, though they speed up 
the performance, allow the intellect to slacken, poetic damage is 
done. Secondly, inversion as a poetic device to allow for end 
rhymes is not only old-fashioned but cumbersome. “Fair thy 
fling,” “thy creature dear,” “mighty a master,’^) “aspens dear,” 
“disappointment all I endeavour end,” “your round me roaming 
end, and under be my boughs” are negligible compared with 

Leaves, like the things of man, you 

With your fresh thoughts care for, can you? 

These lines bring up thetthird defect to remember, forced rhymes. 
Though original for the most part, they are distracting for the 
reader y “communion — boon he on,” “eternal — burn all,” “Eng- 
laiul=^ningle and,” “portholes — mortals,” “righteousness — no or 
yes,” “ Saviour — gave you a ,” “disregarded — jar did.” Possibly the 
listener would not detect the abnormalities of “snowstorm — coast 
or (m) ,” “electric — wrecked her he (c),” “unvisited — busy to 

18 Gilbert Frankau, Men, Maids and Mustard-Pot (London: Hutchinson 
& Company, 1923), p. 250. 
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(d),” “Irish — sire he (sh),” but the reader, admiring their in- 
genuity, condemns their falsity. 

r Hopkins’ virtues, having been pointed out many times by others, 
need only to be mentioned here, where the studentjcan ponder 
over a masterful technique and learn by example.LApt use of 
alliteration used for a purpose predominates : “Thou hast bound 
bones and veins in me, fastened me flesh,” “feel thy finger and 
find thee,” “heeds but hides, bodes but abides.” The effect of all 
alliteration, making a word out of a phrase, gives us the Hopkins 
excitement , setting off an explosion all at once in the reader’s 
consciousness r^skies betweenpie mountains,” “fallowbootfellow,” 
“the O-seal-fnat-so feature,” “drop-of-blood-and-foam-dapple,” 
“that blue is all in axush with richness,” “the achieve of, the 
mastery of the thing {'(interior rhymes are used with effectjf “steep 
or deep,” “plod safe shod sound,” “bones built in me, fle"sn filled,” 
/‘heart wants, care haunts,” “first, fast, last friend,” “hell’s spell.” 
(Often we find^thqjDresence of three verbs , usually monosyllabic: 
(do, deal, lord it^|“fall, gall themselves, and gash,” “reckon but, 
reck but, mind but,” “I walk, I lift up, I lift up,” “caps, clears, 
and clinches . 9 \Hyphenated words (“jay-blue heavens,” “moth- 
soft Milky Way”) are obvious. Activity, aliveness, alertness are 
achieved by the use of imperatives : “come, plant the staff,” 
“come, swing the sculls,” “look at the stars! look, look” (the 
word occurs seven times in one poem )J, “come ... let be; call 
off . . . leave comfort,” “fold homeTiast fold thy child,” “hush 
there!”, “resign them, sign them, seal them, send them, motion 
them,” “buy then ! bid then !” 

\TIopkins’ use of repetition , always a poetic device, usually adds 
another idea : “bone-house, mean house,” “sweet fowl, song-fowl,” 
“own nest, wild nest,” “for John, young John,” “wants war, 
wants wounds.j ^Statement, used more frequently today than ever, 
breathes honesty: “I’ll not play hypocrite to own my heart,” “I 
muse at that and wonder why,” “Nothing is so beautiful as 
spring,” “ I kiss my h and to the stars,” “With witness I speak this.” 
And then we come to the overflowing emotional verse that actu- 
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ally stutters: “I caught this morning morning’s minion, kingdom 
of daylight’s dauphin,” “Have fair fallen, O fair, fair have fallen,” 
“How to keep — is there &ny any, is there none such, nowhere 
known some, bow or brooch or braid or brace, lace, latch or catch 
or key to keep . . Stuttering verse can become too much of 
an eccentricity and should not be used too often lest the poet be 
accused of forced emotion. Likewise, the use of direct emotion, 
whose effect is usually flat, should be discouraged^ “I muse at 
that and wonder,” “I admire thee, master of the tides.” One 
modern poet (it would be unkind to mention his name), an 
admirer of Hopkins, surfeits his emotion so frequently that his 
forty-seven years belie his naivete: “My heart is so elated,” “the 
memory of you . . . makes the soul to start,” “I . . . have felt 
a start,” “I have loved thee for thy lowness,” “the reverence 
loving-like I feel towards this saint of ours.” 

4 

To return for a moment to what we have said before, that we 
are not teaching how to find inspiration, but rather how to induce 
a creative response on the part of the students, it is difficult to 
reduce the technique to any set formula. Charles Glicksberg, of 
Newark, New Jersey, speaks with the knowledge derived from 
classroom experience when he says: 

It is not so much what the teacher says as how he says it; in other 
words, it is the general, intangible atmosphere of confidence, enjoy- 
ment, free discussion, and mutual trust which is of paramount im- 
portance. For the time being the pupils of the class are liberated from 
the compulsory and, from the creative point of view, inhibitory 
discipline of the traditional classroom where the emphasis is placed 
on learning, on information, on covering a given area of subject 
matter. What a relief to escape from that standardized, memory- 
straining situation! To experience the freedom of the individual self! 
Each one is literally exploring and prospecting on his own. It is diffi- 
cult to make the pupils believe that these reminiscences and impres- 
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sions, these shamefaced but persistent fears and anxieties — that these, 
if honestly presented, are precious and creatively revealing . 19 

It requires all the art, the practical art, that the teacher possesses 
to awaken the creative response. Once he has done that, he has 
performed a noble function. As Emerson has said: 

Colleges . . . can only highly serve us when they aim not to drill 
but to create; when they gather from far every ray of various genius 
to their hospitable halls and by the concentrated fires, set the hearts 
of their youth on flame . 20 

We do not believe, as Emerson implies, that the highest aim of a 
college is to turn out creative writers, leaving the drilling, the 
formative and informative elements to those who seemingly pos- 
sess no great ideals; but we do believe that awakening the crea- 
tive response is a vocation noble in itself. The formula, yet to be 
discovered, centers about the teacher’s ingenuity and enthusiasm. 

“Too many young poets,” according to A. M. Sullivan, “are 
willing to be thin echoes of yest'erday,” 21 when the need today, as 
always, is for passionate and concrete statement. Hopkins supplies 
the model for the teacher and the student, manifesting the urge 
to reveal the complexity of his experience and to accent its per- 
sonal flavor. That is the onus of the lyric poet today, says Elizabeth 
Drew, “to reveal the whole content of the poet’s mind, his whole 
response to living. The result is that words have had to work 
harder than they have ever worked before as an interpretative 
medium, and that there has been an absorption in the craft of 
conveying the utmost density of consciousness in the smallest pos- 
sible compass of language.” 22 

Evidently Hopkins is the master here “in communicating his 

19 Charles Glicksberg, “Creative Efforts and Achievements of a Low Senior 
Class,” The English Leaflet , 39 (Dec., 1940), p. 133. 

20 Ralph Waldo Emerson, “The American Scholar,” in Nature Addresses 
and Lectures (Houghton, Mifflin & Company, 1903), p. 93. 

21 A. M. Sullivan, “The Dull Poetic Void”: America 67 (October 3, 
1942) 1 , p. 718. 

22 Elizabeth Drew in collaboration with John L. Sweeney, Directions in 
Modern Poetry: (W. W. Norton & Company, 1940), p. 260. 
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closely woven texture of thought and feeling.” 23 The poetic dic- 
tion of Elizabeth Barrett Browning, William Morris, and James 
Russell Lowell died in our grandfather’s day. In a letter to Canon 
Dixon (D 99. Dec. 1, 1881), Hopkins expresses this idea: 

'To waive every other objection, it [i.e. standardized diction] is 
essentially archaic, biblical a good deal, and so on: now that is a 
thing that can never last; a perfect style must be of its age. j 

Commenting on the Dixon letter, the critic T. C. Wilson says that 
the tradition of poetic diction which Hopkins himself did so much 
to reinvigorate is the one into which the significant verse of our 
own time fits.lAnd its chief characteristics, he enumerates, 24 are 
precision of pftrase, an extension of the functions and subject 
matter of verse to include images from contemporary life and the 
rhythms of everyday speech, as opposed to the vagueness and 
otherworldliness of the late-romantic diction and imagery. Not 
only Eliot, Pound, Williams, Marianne Moore, arid Auden, but 
Hardy, Lawrence, Yeats, and Wilfred Owen belong to this living 
tradition/) 

^Who better than Hopkins had at his command the emotional 
possibilities of image and sound, words most carefully chosen to 
express exact shades of meaning which he was always ready to 
explain by paraphrase? “He may try to say too many things at 
once,” says Helen C. White, “he may demand a wider span of 
application than the usual reader is accustomed to give, but he 
has the gift of projecting his state of mind to the point where it 
stirs all the sensibilities of his reader.” 25 | v 

' His application of the sprung-rhytEm theory was based on the 
desire to approximate the rhythms of contemporary speech to 
poetic form, to heighten, as he said, current language. “It enables 
the poet,” Yeats observed, “to employ words taken over from sci- 

23 Ibid . 

24 T. C. Wilson, “The Muse and Edmund Wilson”: Poetry : A Magazine 
of Verse, 52 (June, 1938), p. 15 1. 

28 Helen C. White, The Metaphysical Poets (The Macmillan Company, 
1936 ), p. 19 - 
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ence or the newspaper without stressing the more unmusical sylla- 
bles, or to suggest hurried conversation where only one or two 
words in a sentence are important, to bring about a change in 
poetical writing like that in the modem speech of the stage, where 
only those words which affect the situation are important.” 26 
lAnd Hopkins, like Keats who was his first master in the use 
ofcompounds, loved words, fresh flowers of speech with the dew 
still clinging. He relished a term with a tang on it, with a savor 
and flavor all its own, with sharpness of edge. Some of these 
words he found in Welsh poetry^ compound words of noun-noun, 
noun-adjective, adjective-adjective; often he did not stop at com- 
pound words but used the epithet formed of the object and the 
verb — “rollrock,” “dare-gale,” “lack-lustre,” lacing the sense so 
tightly that it c$n hardly breathe. 7 He could ring adjectives like a 
chime of bells ih 

Tatter-tassel-tangled and dingle-a-dangled 
Dandy-hung dainty head. 

Stringing Jus words together more by instinct than by intellect^; 
Tie found it “dreadful” to explain the meaning of a phrase in cold 
blood." Yet in his explanation he shows how unerring are his sense 
impressions, always searching for the apt comparison, the precise 
word (B 164. Nov. 26, 1882) : 

The skein and coil are the lark’s song, which from his height gives 
the impression of something falling to the earth and not vertically 
quite but trickingly or wavingly, something as a skein of silk ribbed 
by having been tightly wound on a narrow card or a notched holder 
or as twine or fishing-tackle unwinding from a reel or winch or as 
pearls strung on a horse-hair. 

His humor, rarely mentioned by the critics, further emphasizes 
his fondness for words: 

We were all vaccinated the other day. The next day a young 
Portug(u)ese came up to me and said: ‘Oh Misther ’Opkins, do you 

26 William Butler Yeats, Introd. to Oxford Book of Modern Verse (Oxford 
University Press, 1936), pp. xxxix-lx. 
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feel the cows in yewer arms?’ I told him I felt the horns coming 
through. I do I am sure. I cannot remember now whether one ought 
to say the calf of the arm or the calf of the leg. My shoulder is like 
a shoulder of beef. I dare not speak above a whisper for fear of 
bellowing — there now, I was going to say I am obliged to speak low 
for fear of lowing. I dream at night that I have only two of my legs 
in bed. I think there is a split coming in both my slippers. Yesterday 
I could not think why it was that I would wander about on a wet 
grass-plot: I see now. I chew my pen a great deal. The long and 
short of it is that my left forequarter is swollen and painful ( I meant 
to have written arm, but I could not) . Besides, the doctor has given 
us medicine so that I am in a miserable way just now . 27 

Will teaching the students to fall in love with words create a 
talent for writing poetry? No. Can the art of writing truly be 
taught? We think not. But it can be learned. And if we have said 
one good thing in this article that needs to be said, it is that 
Hopkins is a good master and influence for learning to write 
poetry. Once the young writer has exhausted what Rossetti calls 
“the soulless self-reflections of man’s skill,” once he has com- 
pleted a laborious training in the perfection of a technical instru- 
ment, he might in some inexplicable way catch fire in the telling 
of what he must tell, and then he will have written a poem, (in- 
variably he will return to Hopkins, as Charles Williams has proph- 
esied, as to a source, not a channel, of poetry. \ 

27 F 41 (Letter written from Stonyhurst to his younger sister Kate, 
April 25, 1871). 



GRECO-ROMAN VERSE THEORY 
AND GERARD MANLEY HOPKINS 

John Louis Bonn, S.J. 

In the history of the development of metrical art forms there 
are three things that are incontrovertible — first, that there may 
be a good deal of difference between the theory and the practice 
of a poet; second, that theories invented posteriorly to the writing 
of poems by an experimentalist may have little in common with 
the way in which, as a creative artist, he actually conceived his 
rhythmic pattern; and third, that a false theory may lead to ex- 
cellent metrical and architectonic effects. To these general facts the 
work of Gerard Manley Hopkins was no exception. His theory and 
his practice are widely different; his researches into Greek metric 
and his serious studies in them followed rather than preceded his 
main experimental period. Where his theory was sound, his prac- 
tice was not infrequently unsound; and where his practice was 
sound, his theory was often inadequate. While none of these things 
seems to have more than mere historic import in a study of Hop- 
kins as a metrist or more particularly as a metrical innovator and 
artist, each is decidedly to the point in any study of Hopkins as a 
theorist in Greek and Latin metric. 

It is first of all instructive to observe that while from the very 
beginning Hopkins realized his indebtedness to more primitive 
English sources, he also believed that there were strong similarities 
between his rhythms and the rhythms of the Greek choruses. In 
this he acted more upon a suspicion, a guess, than upon any 
studiously investigated certainty. The progress of his metrical 
knowledge is, in this regard, informative. In 1873 he had written 
Rhythm and Other Structural Parts of Rhetoric-Verse . In 1876 
he wrote the Deutschland . In 1878 he writes of “new metrical 
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effects” which he has discovered and which, he says, are similar 
to those in Greek chorusesJIn 1879 he asserts that his metres are 
logaoedic. In 1882 he says that in employing his sprung rhythm 
he is writing in a manner similar to the Greek. But in 1883 we 
find him confessing that at that time he had read none of the 
German commentaries on Greek metric which were then current 
and that he intends to study them (cf. F 105) . This was in Jan- 
uary. By November of the same year we find that he is cognizant 
of the work of J. H. Heinrich Schmidt, sufficiently at least, to 
disagree with him, and that he is acquainted with the work of 
Hadley and agrees with him. Three years later he begins his re- 
searches on the theory of Dorian rhythm, and in the following 
year, 1887, he announces that he has discovered the scientific 
basis of metre and music ! 

It seems obvious then that while from the beginning he had a 
feeling that his work was somehow related to what he called Greek 
logaoedic he had given little more than a cursory glance toward 
the then modem researches into the nature of Greek metres. It 
seems that he made a guess from his reading of Greek choruses 
that this logaoedic method was one which was common in Greek 
usage. Whether these speculations preceded or followed his actual 
experimentation is impossible to know, for they may either have 
been' explanations after the event or convictions which led to the 
development of his practice. If the latter be the case, then we have 
the same phenomenon as that which led to the invention of the 
English Pindaric — a wrong conception producing a new and sat- 
isfactory English verse-form. The settling of this problem does 
not, however, lie within the scope of this paper which is to discuss 
not Hopkins 5 experimentation (save in the relations of his own 
metric to Greek verse) , but to investigate his statements regarding 
Hellenic metric and to point out a bit of his theory as it developed. 

Hopkins’ statements about Greek “logaoedic” are these: 
“Logaoedic, as when in classical and therefore strictly timed 
metres dactyls are mixed with trochees, which feet are of unequal 
length. ... It is enough that we [in English] can interchange 
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two-syllabled with three-syllabled feet” (D 21. Feb. 27, 1879). 
In the Preface of the Poems he writes, “The trochee and dactyl 
may be mixed . . . and then what the Greeks called a logaoedic 
rhythm arises.” And again, And hence sprung rhythm differs 
from running rhythm in having or being only one nominal rhythm, 
a mixed or ‘logaoedic 5 one instead of three. ... In Sprung 
Rhythm as in logaoedic rhythm, generally, the feet are assumed 
to be equally long or strong and their seeming inequality is made 
up by pausing or stressing.” V 

Now it just so happens that not very much of this statement is 
true. The word “logaoedic 55 is not ancient but relatively modem; 
it is not used by the Greek rhythmists, at least not in this sense, 
and does not occur thus in Aristoxenos. True, it was used by 
Aristides Quintillianus (Keil, Metrici Graeci , vol. ii) and in the 
way in which Hopkins employs it, but Aristides was a late metrist 
(third century a.d.), an eclectic who, though he had many 
strangely penetrating things to say, was in the habit of giving 
metrical descriptions of the Greek verses at least as often as he 
gave rhythmical analyses of them. 

To make this distinction quite clear, the metrists as a whole 
were quite able to say that the Glyconic, for instance, could be 
formed by a spondee, a dactyl, a trochee, and a single syllable. 
Metrically, then, it was composed of four different feet, and in 
this sense was, in Aristides 5 metrical terminology, logaoedic. As a 
description of the syllabic occurrences in the phrase it is all very 
well in its way, but it certainly is not a rhythmic analysis of the 
true nature of the Glyconic. Indeed, if nothing else were false 
about it — and as rhythmic analysis as distinguished from metrical 
description nearly everything about it is false — no Greek rhythmist 
would allow a single syllable to stand in place of a foot. This is 
purely metrical speculation and not rhythmic analysis. 

Yet Aristides’ system of logaoedic description attained great 
vogue. In the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries nearly 
every phrase of synthetic Greek metric was divided into logaoedic 
parts, composed of every type of foot, strung together in some 
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arbitrary and uninvestigated fashion. The book which Hopkins 
himself used in the classroom was a decadent adaptation of 
Alvarez’s grammar, “Englished” and formalized under the name 
of Alvary by one Canon Geoghegan. The section on metric, now 
sumething of a curiosity, shows no trace of anything except the 
“logaoedic” theory. It is no wonder that Hopkins, unacquainted 
with rhythmic theory, should think that the Greeks did, indeed, 
string their unrelated feet together in this amazing hodge-podge. 
What is remarkable is that with his keen sense of the difference 
between accentual and timed verse he did not perceive that such 
a thing would be impossible in a time-art even though it is 
possible in a stress-art such as English. 

I am not saying of course that Greek verse did not allow and 
sometimes employ mixed metres, for nothing seems better estab- 
lished in the history of Greek metric than that such cola did occur; 
I merely say that such mixed metres were not mixed as Hopkins 
and the general run of his contemporaries thought they were. The 
mixed metres were made from cola or phrases of divergent met- 
rical feet — but individual cola were never formed except by legiti- 
mate and highly regulated substitution of feet of divergent time- 
lengths. The Glyconic is of diplasion structure throughout and 
allows an ison only as an exception, usually in the first position. 
One of the so-called Archilochian groups, however, common in 
Greek lyric, is composed of three repeated cola, the first composed 
of four dactyls, the second of three trochees, the third of six 
trochees of which the first is acephalous. It is, as always, the cola 
which are mixed; but the feet within the cola are not mixed. 

| Consequently, when Hopkins says that his sprung rhythm is simi- 
! lar to Greek logaoedic metre because dactyls are mixed with 
trochees, he is quite wrong. This was not Greek usage. Further- 
more although it is highly probable that in Greek some form of 
rhythmization increased the unity of the felt pattern, this rhythmi- 
zation was not as Hopkins felt it was. It is not true, as Schmidt 
and his host of American, some English, and no German metrists 
believed, that these divergent feet “are assumed to be equally 
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long.” This late and added speculation, appearing after Hopkins 
became acquainted with Schmidt’s theory, led him into the same 
bypaths of error which thwarted true metrical advance through- 
out the latter quarter of the last century and still disturb students 
of even our most modem textbooks, which as every metrist knows 
are a good fifty years behind solid metrical knowledge. 

Now in this general theory of logaoedic and mixed verse, Hop- 
kins accepted the teaching of his time. In this he followed what 
he thought was a Greek system. Yet in his own work and in his 
own metrical speculations we find many departures from the 
“Greek” law, which probably explain why he says that his verse 
is like Greek choruses rather than identical with them even in 
theoretic construction. In Hopkins one syllable can make a foot. 
This he reiterated so constantly that there can be no doubt about 
his strong belief., Yet as we have mentioned, no Greek rhythmist 
holds this view. The whole principle of Greek versification was 
founded on a system of time-relationships, the relationship of 2 : i 
or 1:2 in the diplasion (iambo-trochaic) measures, and of 2:2 
in the ison ( dactylo-anapaestic ) measures. No single syllable 
possesses such relationship. And the Greeks went on from this so 
that in the most common stichic verse, the iambic dipody tri- 
meter, the unit of measurement is not the single foot, but the 
dipody, as the name implies. And in choric verse a further de- 
velopment made the syzygy, or unification of two feet by inver- 
sion, the unit; and beyond that, the synthesis or anaclasis of more 
than two feet formed the unit, and so on to the long periodic 
unities of the involved forms. Plainly the Greek tendency was to 
larger and larger relationships of parts and away from the im- 
possible arrhythmy of the monosyllable. In Hopkins the relation- 
ship is of no importance. The single syllable may be the entire 
foot. The number of slack syllables, while held down from excess, 
is of no metrical importance. The thesis alone counts; the arsis 
may vary at will. And in this Hopkins was Anglo-Saxon in his 
concept, certainly not Greek. 

Yet he felt oddly that his verse was more like Greek than like 
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Greene. In 1882 he writes, “No, but what it is like is the rhythm 
of Greek tragic choruses or of Pindar: which is pure sprung 
rhythm. And that has the same changes of cadence from point 
to point as this piece” (B 157. Oct. 18, 1882) ; or again: “Greek 
and Latin lyric verse, which is well known, and the old English 
verse seen in Pierce Ploughman are in sprung rhythm”] (Preface) . 
Both these statements go a great deal further than his more con- 
servative early statement of 1878: “It contains metrical attempts 
other than any you have seen, something like Greek choruses, a 
peculiar eleven-footed line for instance” (B 54. May 30, 1878). 
And this advance of subjective certainty would seem to identify 
his own sprung rhythm with what he thought in his increasing 
study was the principle underlying Greek choruses. 

Some things must be noted in these statements which he made. 
When he asserts boldly that the rhythm of Pindar and of the 
Greek tragic choruses is pure sprung rhythm, or even more that 
Greek and Latin lyric verse — now nearly all-inclusive — and the 
English verse of Piers Ploughman are all in sprung rhythm, it 
would appear that his theory was beginning to run so far beyond 
the facts that only enthusiasm could explain it. Actually, outside 
of a certain surface similarity there is very little in common be- 
tween his sprung rhythm and Greek choral rhythm; his early 
conservative statement was true. His later studies led him astray. 

One assertion however, must not go unnoted. The observation 
on the changes of cadence from point to point in Pindar and in 
his own work is significant and sound, as well as of great im- 
portance. His fine ear, rather than his metrical researches, dic- 
tated this accurate observation. And what Hopkins has con- 
tributed, primarily, to English metric is an ability to shift from 
one type of cadence to another much as Pindar and the dramatists 
did; though the means which an English poet used were as dis- 
similar as the genius of the Greek and English languages de- 
manded. 

The Greek shift or “metabole” from cadence to cadence is far 
more involved, far more intricate, than a mere shift from falling 
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to rising rhythm. Greek counterpoint is a subtle thing, so de- 
pendent upon so many technical factors that I despair of describ- 
ing it here, since a hasty sketch would be confusing and an ade- 
quate one of unwieldy length. Let us say then, only this — that 
Greek metabole shifted the cadence from one rhythmic mode to 
another kindred mode, thus shifting the emotional significance of 
the cadences by means of studiedly satisfactory “intermediate” 
phrases, by the use of pauses, by contraction and resolution im- 
possible in English, by catalectic devices of rare subtlety, by pro- 
longations of the phrase through hypercatalexis. It was never 
abrupt and always significant. Yet, however involved the Greek 
methods of metabole were, the fact which Hopkins perceived and 
utilized was that the Greeks did shift their cadential values with 
apparent ease and with great artistic advantage, and that a simi- 
lar shifting process was necessary in English beyond the limited 
possibilities presented in regular or Running Rhythm. And again, 
Hopkins as a working poet was a sufficiently great artist to use 
the English means which were at his disposal and never, so far 
as I can see, to attempt to adapt Greek methods to English. In 
this he was far shrewder than many other experimenters; nor 
did he allow his false metrical guesses to interfere with his good 
poetic practice. 

I have already suggested that Hopkins’ own and uninfluenced 
speculations, the things which he learned from his own ear, were 
in general better than those which he borrowed from contempo- 
rary theory. Yet even this was not always true. Certain hints which 
he picked up after he had begun to study the prosodists of his 
time he found valuable, if not in creating his own metric, at 
least in explaining its apparent eccentricities, and these were, in 
the main, related to the musico-mathematical theories which had 
been formulated by Westphal and Rossbach. So we find his musi- 
cal preoccupation appearing in a letter to Baillie, where he says, 
“There are, I believe, learned books lately written in Germany 
on the choric metres and music, which if I could see and read them 
would either serve me or quench me” (F 105. Jan. 14, 1883). 
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Yet, long before this, in a letter to Bridges (B 45-46. Aug. 21, 
1877), there are strong hints of at least a surface acquaintance 
with some of the Greek theory then current. His description of his 
own “outrides,” for instance, which, while not Greek at all (for 
his outrides occur within the verse-phrase) looks something like 
the adaptation of the common misapprehension of “anacrusis” 
which Blass had foisted on a gullible scholarly world. Again, his 
tendency to scan all verses with the thesis first, “for convenience” 
as he says, though his own ear told him that this was not a sound 
scheme and his constant practice is consciously opposed to it, is 
certainly derived from the corollaries to the then current theory 
of anacrusis. 

The similarity of theories lies here — that the outrides were a rec- 
ognized extra-metrical effect, “part of the metre in aesthetic effect 
and not part of the metre in counted or metrical effect,” and 
this was true of the anacrusis, which was conceived to be some- 
how “extra metrum.” Also, the outride belongs to count^rpointed 
verse, supposing an unforgettable standard rhythm. So does the 
anacrusis belong, as far as it has any significance, to Greek syn- 
thetic verse, although it is not exclusively synthetic. The sole differ- 
ence was that the anacrusis occurred only at the beginning of the 
phrase, the outride within the phrase. But the basic rhythmic 
principle is clearly the same — that certain syllables may occur 
which are not to be counted in the regular scansion (cf. B 45; 
D 15, 41). 

Now while modem theory has rejected the anacrusis as a com- 
plete fabrication, it has not totally rejected the idea of syllables 
“extra metrum.” And as far as counterpointing goes, supposing 
an unforgettable standard rhythm, that still remains as the basis 
of most modem speculation, as in Headlam, Thomson, Wilamo- 
witz. 

At this point a word of criticism of Hopkins’ ear, his aesthetic 
sense, must be made. In this one place at least his theory was 
better than his practice, for it is not always true that in his verses 
the basic rhythm is set up strongly and unforgettably and that the 
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superimposed rhythm can then be heard as counterpoint to it. 
His metrical first statements are not infrequently ambiguous — a 
mistake one finds in Shakespeare, never in Sophocles, seldom in 
Aeschylus, infrequently in Euripides. 

Be it noted that Hopkins, in reading verse, was never led astray. 
In this his ear was true. His criticism of Milton for failing to let 
the auditor know what is the ground-rhythm of his counterpointed 
verse is correct. 

The first line should announce the true rhythm so that the ear 
can catch the verse-tune clearly before the counterpointing begins. 
Yet in this Hopkins is a great offender. Of the many poems which 
begin with ambiguous lines these are but a few: 

( 7 ) The world is charged with the grandeur of God. 

(13) Glory be to God for dappled things. 

(16) I remember a house where all were good. 

(31) Margaret are you grieving. 

(34) As Kingfishers catch fire, dragonflies draw flame. 

All these lines are first lines and all are ambiguous. The first 
three are intended to be pentameters. They might quite as well be 
tetrameters. The ear has no way of knowing. In the first, “gran- 
deur” is probably a trisyllable. The second is an error which most 
schoolboys know how to avoid— the beheading of a pentameter 
for an acephalous iambic pentameter is an atrocity. By the 
third I am completely baffled, for it yields a tetrameter to me 
at every reading. The fourth line sounds to my American ear like 
a trimeter, and only a strong British stress on the last syllable of 
Margaret, 1 which pushes two strong syllables into unpleasant 
juxtaposition, can twist it into the tetrameter which it must be. 
The fifth line is a free pentameter, but only the later context, not 
yet established, makes me reform it from what my ear has told 

1 In the text, Hopkins does place a stress mark on the third syllable of the 
word (Margar6t). For further consideration of this point confer “Hopkins’ 
Sprung Rhythm and the Life of English Poetry,” p. 93 of this volume. — 
Editor. 
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me is a clear hexameter — whereupon my desire to balance strong 
stresses on catch fire and draw flame is frustrated. 

When I mention that Shakespeare made the same mistake, I 
say it because I have the impression that it was for the same 
reason. This error, which appears notably in “When icicles hang 
by the wall 5 ’ — in a first reading almost always read as a trimeter 
and then corrected to a tetrameter — is probably due, in one not 
otherwise noted for indelicacy of ear, to a strong first musical 
inspiration. The music of the song preexisted the words, and I 
think it highly probable that Hopkins, with his well-known pre- 
occupation with music, conceived of his poem first as musical 
tune. I do not mean by this that the tune was clear or even fixed, 
but rather that his first impulse — a common enough occurrence 
among practicing poets — was musical. With the tune established 
at least in cadential form, the words seemed to fit it so exacdy 
that he could not conceive of any other possible reading. Hence 
his insistence on reading his verse aloud, from which, hq claims, 
perfect ease in understanding will result, and this claim is largely 
substantiated. From this also came his almost belligerent insist- 
ence on the objective clarity and ease of his own really very diffi- 
cult cadential values. Only if he heard them clearly himself could 
he make such claims; and he could only make such claim for 
himself and put such strictures upon others if he heard them first. 

At the basis of his entire musical theory both in its early form 
and in its later and uninfluenced developments is, of course, his 
appreciation of the place of stress in English and of time-lengths 
in Greek. What he says, if a bit labored, is at least clear: 

“The Greek accent was a tonic accent , was tone, pitch of note : 
it may have included a stress, but essentially it was pitch. In like 
manner the English accent is emphatic accent , is stress; it com- 
monly includes clear pitch but essentially it is stress” (F 170. 
Nov. 7, 1883). 

This distinction, which precedes a rather lengthy description of 
stress and the nature of stress which has no divergencies from the 
traditional and no very remarkable advances of presentation, is 
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fundamental enough. It must be noted however that Hopkins 
here is discussing Greek accent and not that Greek time-length 
which he knows is the focal point of Greek metric. Later he de- 
scribes this accent very well indeed. “The paragraph on tonic 
accent . . . The best thing I have read on Greek accent is an 
essay by the late American Professor Hadley (in his collected 
Essays) . It seems to me that, looking at such facts as you here cite, 
we shall be justified in saying the acute tonic accent was the best 
marked pitch in each word; which pitch was commonly a rise 
(say of a fifth to the dominant — the most natural interval) from 
the keynote or readingnote; but sometimes a fall of, say a fourth, 
to the same dominant. I mean of course the octave of the other, 
below. In like manner the grave accent, which Hadley reasonably 
says means not a lower note, that is, one lower than the keynote 
or readingnote, but only one not so high as the acute above it, 
will commonly be a rise of, say a major third to the mediant, but 
sometimes a fall of, say, a minor third, to the submediant. The 
circumflex is no doubt a sort of turn or shake, two notes to a syl- 
lable instead of one or a rise and fall instead of a rise only. It is 
to be remarked that men seem to have found it hard to reach 
the simple notion of a note. In the passage you quote at p. 15 
Cicero says there are only three sounds in music, the turn, the 
rise and the fall — for so I interpret him; and it is believed that 
our present musical notation arose from a complicated system 
of accents, rising, falling, and so on (a great variety of marks, now 
unnecessary, may be seen in books on the history of plain chant, 
e.g., Helmore’s Primer in Novello’s Music Primer series) ; as 
though men first were struck by the change or passage of sound 
and later seized the points of departure and arrival. It is true this 
does not agree with what I have said above about the grave 
accent, but modem critics, as Roby and Munro, strongly suspect 
Cicero, Quintilian and the Latin writers of bungling on the sub- 
ject and misapplying Greek theory to Latin . . (F 181-182. 
Nov. 7, 1883). 

“As then the English accent is stress and yet we can make the 
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stress on the unaccented syllables of an emphatic word more 
marked than on* the accented of an unemphatic one, the general 
or rhetorical emphasis overriding the particular and syllabic, so 
in Greek, no doubt, it was possible for the accent to be ordinarily 
a high tone and yet for the lowest note of one word to be higher 
than the highest of another or even for the note usually raised 
on occasion to be lowered as markedly, the general and rhetorical 
intonation here too controlling and modifying the syllabic and 
particular. More shortly, emphasis does not destroy our accent of 
stress nor need intonation have destroyed their accent of tone and 
I should have liked something of the sort to be expressed here” 
{Ibid,, p. 182). 

All this is admissible as sound enough theory, to which disagree- 
ments will also be theoretical. Only one thing is truly noteworthy, 
and that is Hopkins’ tendency to an over-exactness in determining 
the precise degree of pitch-change. The idea of musical intervals is 
probably quite erroneous since it is improbable from the evidence 
which we possess that spoken words approached as nearly to song 
as this conjecture implies. Certainly Aristoxenos, who mentions 
all sorts of musical intervals both harmonic and unharmonic, 
would not have allowed such a phenomenon to go unnoted ; and by 
parity with his theory of artistic prolongation, I fancy he thought 
the voice’s rise and fall to lie “somewhere between” settled in- 
tervals rather than a fifth above or a third below. There is in 
Hopkins a strong tendency toward mathematical accuracy, which 
shows not only a good deal about his general character but also 
seems to indicate the nature of his rhythmic studies, which were 
becoming, I fear, more and more musico-mathematical, more 
and more Rossbachian. The precise pleased him. He was not only 
tortured by decisions between fifths of a point in examination 
marks but fascinated by the idea of mathematical precision. 

The distinction between emphasis and tone is important and 
true; the distinction between stress and length is of greater im- 
portance and of greater value to the rhythmist. These two things, 
stress and length, only the veriest tyro would confuse, and I find 
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nothing very remarkable in Hopkins’ treatment of the distinction, 
though I do find something rather remarkable in his insistence 
on so elementary a point. Moreover I find three very disturbing 
statements about accent, which he must have dashed off hurriedly, 
for they neither fit into the rest of his theory nor are they at all 
true in themselves. In fact, he knows better. Yet he says in his 
1873 lecture notes on Rhythm (N 223), that musical pitch is not 
an element of verse; that (p. 226) the vowel, in Greek, is held 
before a diconsonant to make a long by position, and that the 
accent of words, the sense-words, goes for nothing. 

What he means by the first misleading statement is that musical 
pitch is not a primary element of Greek and English verse. This 
is true. It is not, as he says elsewhere, to be considered as a metri- 
cal factor but only as an aesthetic factor. Yet this is so inadequate 
as to be confusing, since the rise and fall of the voice is most 
decidedly a rhythmic factor — as in the arrangement of the verse- 
cadence, which depends upon spoken variation of pitch and which 
he clearly recognizes. As a secondary element, then, pitch enters, 
and the universal denial is simply untrue. 

The difficulty about the vowel before the diconsonant is more 
easily explained — a more common misapprehension. It is not 
true that the vowel is lengthened before a diconsonant and that 
the vowel then becomes long by position; much less, long by 
nature. The vowel does not change at all. In a time-art such as 
Greek the vowel retains its normal semeion value, but the time 
taken in pronouncing the double consonant, the time elapsing 
for changes in tongue and teeth, adds another semeion or part 
of a semeion to the syllable, so that the syllable, not the vowel, is 
long. It is wrong to say that the value of the vowel changes 
before the diconsonant. 

To say that the accent of the words, the sense-words, goes for 
nothing, is again false. This accent is the main point of variation, 
as length in English is the main point of English variation. It 
must be remembered that three things enter into all language — 
stress, pitch, length. In English, where stress is the principle of 
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unity, length fulfills a dual role — either replacing stress when and 
after the stress unity has been established, or serving as contra- 
puntal variation to the stress repetition. It is peculiarly important 
as a principle of variety where over-strong stress repetition would 
tend toward monotony; and it is bad art to have coincident stress 
and accent over a long period, though in English any really in- 
sufferable monotony is practically defeated by the nature of the 
language, which decreases length in ratio to strength of stress and 
weakens stress in ratio to length of prolongation. 

In Greek, length is the principle of unity. A strongly tonic lan- 
guage and a weakly stressed one, the pitch becomes the first prin- 
ciple of variation, never, however, in classical times, replacing the 
primary element of length. The Greeks did not feel the need to 
avoid monotony by having the main time-length different from 
the accented syllable, for it is more often coincident than diverse; 
and this, probably, because the third element — that of stress — 
however weak, was present in the basic syllable, so that the con- 
trapuntal effect, the variational effect, could be achieved when 
the pitch-emphasis and the length-emphasis agreed. 

But the statement that none of these elements save length 
matters or is an element of verse is almost beyond belief. Fortu- 
nately we have so many statements of Hopkins which explain what 
he really meant that we can only consider these amazing slips 
as the nodding of Homer; and I point them out merely because 
somebody might pounce upon them and try to assert that Hop- 
kins erred in his most fundamental ideas. But let them be 
considered according to the distinction which he makes in the 
letter to Dixon, Dec. 22, 1880 (D 39), as simply statements re- 
garding the doing, not the well-doing of the prosody — “the 
writing it somehow and the writing it as it should be written; for 
written anyhow it is a shambling business and a corruption, not 
an improvement. In strictness then and simple elvai it is a matter 
of accent only, like common rhythm, and not of quantity at all.” 
This is what he meant, then : that the subsidiary or contrapuntal 
features were not important to the doing, though they may have 
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been very important to the well-doing; or as prosodists would 
have it, accent and stress are not part of the metric but of the 
rhythmic. 

Two things, then, enter strongly into his later speculations and 
these two things, music and mathematics, are the bases of the 
Rossbach-Westphal theory, further mathematicized by J. H. 
Heinrich Schmidt, whose work Hopkins knew. The main thesis 
is that an original lost musical setting modifies the time-lengths 
of the syllables and, in Schmidt’s theory at least, with an accuracy 
that is so exact as to be artistically and indeed practically im- 
possible. It is a credence in this false view of metric which makes 
Hopkins regret his lack of mathematical knowledge in his re- 
searches in Pindar. “I cannot do what I would for want of 
mathematics,” he says (F 128. Dec. 23, 1886), and his general 
belief in the musical and mathematical theory is clear enough in 
many places, noticeably in page 222 of the Notebooks , and fre- 
quently in the Letters (as B 230, F 244-245, etc.) . 

Yet somehow he felt that despite his mathematical lacks — his 
musical lacks he never admitted even when they were pointed 
out to him — he could write, “I believe that I can now set metre 
and music both of them on a scientific footing which will be 
final like the law of gravitation” (F 229. Jan. 20, 1887). This 
is a great subjective advance from a statement made a month 
previously “My book on the Dorian Measure is going on ... in 
fact it needs mathematics, but how can I make them up?” 
(B 246-7. Dec. 11, 1886). What solution he had come to we 
shall probably never know, but the statement about the scientific 
footing is, in its way, somewhat pathetic, for it is a basic mis- 
apprehension too common in theories of art. The apparentia 
rerum which is art can never be confused with the exactness nec- 
essary in science, and a single hint from Aristoxenos would have 
spared him much labor and doubtless great disappointment. Yet 
in his futile work he had his moments of exuberance. In Novem- 
ber, 1886, he had written, “I am hoping to write ... a paper 
on the Dorian Measure, the true scansion of perhaps half or 
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more than half of the Greek and Latin lyric verses. I do believe 
it is a great and it is an unexpected discovery” (F 226). 

As to his theory and how it was progressing, we have ample 
evidence. Brushing aside as inconsequential his statement that 
the Dorian Measure is the key to half or more of Greek and 
Latin lyric, which it certainly is not, the Aeolian, Ionian, Paeonic 
being each, possibly, more common — let us look for a moment 
at his explanation: 

“I added two metrical schemes to my Greek verses for you. 
They are inconsistent; that is to say, one is fuller than the other. 
I have made what I think is a great discovery; it is of a funda- 
mental point; and I hope to publish something on it. It is shortly 
this. The Dorian rhythm, the most used of the lyric rhythms, 
arises from the Dorian measure or bar. The Dorian bar is origi- 
nally a march step in three-time executed in four steps to the bar. 
Out of this simple combination of numbers, three and four, sim- 
ple to state but a good deal more complicated than any rhythm 
we have, arose the structure of most of Pindar’s odes and most 
of the choral odes in the drama. In strict rhythm every bar must 
have four steps. Now since four were to be taken to three-time, 
say three crotchets, ( 1 ) one crotchet had to be resolved, ( 2 ) only 
one at a time, and that ( 3 ) never the last. Hence the two legiti- 
mate figures of the Dorian bar were these: u u (the rising 

Ionic) and — u u — (the choriambus). But the following irreg- 
ularities were allowed u u — u (the third paeon), either by pro- 
longing the third syllable (u u — I u) or by irrationally lengthen- 
ing the last (uu — u); — u (the second epitrite), (which 

is not as Schmidt thinks — 1 u , for that wd. destroy the 

three-time, but u ), by resolving the first long into three 

instead of two, exactly as we employ triplets in music and write 
3 over them; lastly the very irregular but important combina- 
tion of these two licenses — — u — I u or — u — u (the double 
trochee). The beautiful figure — u is the one most im- 

portant characteristic of the rhythm: Hephaestion calls it the 
Carian foot. 
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“When the measure is more loosely used two new licenses ap- 
pear— syncopation, by which syllables are lengthened so that 
three fill a bar and so that the last of one bar becomes the first of 
the next; ’and triple resolution, so that a bar can have five sylla- 
bles. By means of syncopation the measure can be made dactylic 
and practically brought into common time. The strict Dorian 
can only be found in odes meant to be marched to. 

“I shd. say a word of the accentuation or stressing. Naturally 
the strongest place in the Dorian bar is the second crotchet, not 
the first, and I have so marked it in the schemes I sent, but per- 
haps it would be best to mark the first as strongest: it is made 
so, so to speak, by a correction, to redress the heaviness of the 
second crotchet. Pindar and all the poets continually pass from 

heavier feet, like u or uu , to lighter, — u u — , 

where by the stress falling sometimes on a long or crotchet, some- 
times on a short or quaver, a beautiful variety is given and the 
variety is further enhanced by making an imperfect Ionic follow 
a choriambus, thus: — uu — /uu — , by which a dactylic ca- 
dence is given but with the stress falling on different syllables of 
the dactyls. With all this the rhythm came to have an infinite 
flexibility, of which the Greeks seem never to have tired. 

“Thus you are not to mark 

e(xpg avt | xaxe pdxav. 1 1 £(?<*><; og ev | xxr||iaoi jiutxeig, as here, 
but as here: 

e'l^xog av[xa|xe pux? v - || £|p<i>g og ev xxT)|jxaai jmtxeig. 

However the musicians no doubt took their own way with these 
things” (B 233-234. Oct. 21, 1886). 

Let us examine some of the statements made here : 

First: The Dorian measure — u u — uu is not made up 

of “three crotchets,” as there is no basis for assuming a musical 
triplet formation in Greek similar to that found in modern music. 
It is not true that the final long syllable of this measure is never 
resolved, for it can be found not too infrequently in the form: 
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— uu — u u — uu, Nor is it true that only one long syllable at 
a time may be resolved, since the form may occur completely 
resolved into short syllables. Hopkins’ data were insufficient for 
his generalization. 

Second: The second epitrite — u is a prolonged trochaic 

dipody and may be charted thus : — u — > and is neither 

— 1 u as Schmidt has it nor — u as Hopkins has it. 

Theoretically Schmidt’s analysis is farther from the truth than 
Hopkins’, since Schmidt’s scansion makes the measure dactylic, 
which it certainly is not, and Hopkins’ general analysis recognizes 
some relationship with a basic diplasion form. 

Third: From the loci classici in Plato and Aristophanes we 
know that there is a measure in 54 time which is similar to 
(xara) the 4/4 or dactylic march measure and that this 54 
measure is the Dorian phrase. This makes it impossible for the 
true Dorian to be a march measure as Hopkins believes. 

Fourth : Hopkins does not seem to be aware of the two types 
of Dorian phrases, the falling — uu — uu used with 

— u ; and the rising uu — uu — used with u — . 

However, this omission may simply be an effort to condense 
and to avoid complication. 

Fifth : The phrases mentioned in the above paragraph are the 
true characteristics of the Dorian Rhythm, not the first epitrite 
u as Hopkins believes. 

Sixth: The rhythm is not syzygic — that is, composed of the 
equivalent of two basic feet — u u — and uu , but syn- 

thetic, composed of four basic iambo-trochaic feet — uu — 

uu in a combination of twelve times and used with a 

dipody synthetic and prolonged. 

Seventh : The syzygy as such u u is peculiar to the 

Ionian, not to the Dorian mode ; the syzygy — uu — to the 
Aeolian and, not to the Dorian. 

Eighth : There is no necessary prolongation of a syllable in the 
paeonic substitution and no necessary truncation of a syllable in 
the epitrite — u or — u — u. Substitutions are of their 
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nature different from that for which they substitute and their 
normal time-lengths remain substantially unchanged, as in the 
substitution of a spondee for an iambus in simple rhythmic 

for u — . The underlying aesthetic principle here is that 

substitutions are of their nature artistic variations; in Greek these 
variations are divergencies in time-length from the regular pat- 
tern . But if the limes of the “irrational syllable 55 are made, in 
speech or song, to conform by abbreviation of the long or pro- 
longation of the short to that of the normal or regular short or 
long, there is no variation from the regular time-pattern and the 
reason for their introduction is destroyed. 

Ninth : Syncopation does not mean the lengthening of syllables 
so that they fill out a bar. There is no authority for this statement 
in Greek metric and the passage sometimes quoted from Aristox- 
enos to prove it is a restoration so complete as to amount almost 
to a forgery. Not more than twenty words are clearly visible on 
the manuscript fragment; the rest are “conjectures 55 made to fit 
a preconceived theory. 

Tenth: The last of one bar does not become the first of the 
next. Although overlapping rhythmical phrases occur within 
longer cola, the individual phrases retain their own metrical 
identity. 

Eleventh: The phrase quoted from Antigone (781) is not 
Dorian, as Hopkins should have known from similar prosodic 
phrases in Aeschylus 5 Prometheus . 

From these eleven strictures it should be clear enough that 
Hopkins was following a most misleading trail in the Dorian 
theory and that no solution could have been forthcoming. It is 
unnecessary to say more. 

Now, as I remarked in the beginning, nothing of this confusion 
or theoretical error detracts from Hopkins 5 reputation as a great 
metrist, innovator, and restorer in English; and, as I have at- 
tempted to show, the ideas which he received from his interest 
in Greek metric were of some help to him in working out his own 
system of English metric. As a metrical theorist in Greek lyric, 
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however, his contributions cannot be said to be great. Some few 
realizations were in advance of his time; some few were specu- 
latively interesting to students of Greek metric. 

Truly then, as a theorist in metric, particularly in Greek and 
Latin metric, Hopkins holds no great place. And yet this is a 
minor thing for one who as a practitioner has given so much, 
has broadened the scope of English rhythms, has left a fluid and 
flexible patternization which has proven of such vast value tc all 
who follow. Hopkins’ faults both as theorist and practitioner 
were the faults of the pioneer, as his virtues were also pioneering 
virtues — strength, daring, power. And that is enough. 



HOPKINS’ SPRUNG RHYTHM AND 
THE LIFE OF ENGLISH 
POETRY 

Walter J. Ong, S.J. 

Soun is noght but air y-broken, 

And every speche that is spoken, 

Loud or privee, foul or fair, 

In his substaunce is but air. 

— The egle to Chaucer in The Hous of Fame 

« 

“In the winter of ’75 ... I had long had haunting nay ear,” 
so Gerard Manley Hopkins writes to Richard Watson Dixon, 
“the echo of a new rhythm which now I realized on paper. To 
speak shortly^ 1 lk consists in scanning by accents or stresses alone” 
(D 14. Oct. 6,1878). 

This was Hopkins’ celebrated “sprung rhythm,” christened by 
its author with ( a na me which is at once vigorous as the rhythm 
itself, jcolorful but disenchanting, and, for the better or worse 
fortune of the rhythm it designates, not a little hoydenish. 

In the case of Hopkins, it may be possible to convict Chaucer’s 
eagle of understatement. For sprung rhythm, which characterizes 
most of Hopkins’ poems, is so integral to the whole poetic texture 
where we find bedded his deep-rooted raciness that we may ex- 
pect an investigation of it to prove altogether more fruitful than 
an ordinary pursuit of metrics. Investigation here should be 
capable of something more than physical measurements, than 
counting the pieces of broken air. This is plain not only from 
the rhythm itself as heard, but from the remarks about it wind- 
ing through Hopkins’ correspondence in a trail which, for all its 
apparent errancy, hints at a secret consistency on a level which 
explanation so far has not reached. 
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Investigation is needed. We can gather, for instance, with 
W. H. Gardner in his article on The Wreck of the Deutsch- 
land, which touches on the movement of Hopkins’ verse as closely 
as any study so far, that'" sprung rhythm \^is virtually a stress- 
meter derived from two main sources — the ‘irregular 5 choruses 
of Milton’s Samson Agonistes and the free rhythms of popular 
jingles and nursery rhymes.”*jBut why is it also, to cite Hopkins’ 
own statement, “the rhythm of common speech and of written 
prose, when rhythm is perceived in them”? (Author’s Preface, 
Poems, p. 5.) Certainly this latter pedigree, which is often neg- 
lected, outranks the former, which is frequently enough cited; 
furthermore, if the two pedigrees are connected, because the 
rhythm of the Samson choruses, the rhythm of nursery rhymes, 
and the rhythm of prose are the same, such a connection is not 
by any means evident. 

Hopkins’ remarks on his new rhythm are often oblique, obiter 
dicta, and since the appearance of the four volumes of his papers, 
others’ comment or study in the vicinity of his rhythm has simply 
taken similar oblique paths with regard to the rhythm itself. 
Moreover, an accumulation of prosodic detritus against which 
I. A. Richards protested some years ago, 2 has further obscured 
the view; and statements such as Dr. Richards’ that Hopkins 
“gave himself complete rhythmical freedom,” while they brush 
aside the detritus (“the absurdities of prosodists” ) , do not leave 
fully lighted the vistas they have opened. What is Dr. Richards’ 
“complete rhythmical freedom”? To say what the movement of 
Hopkins’ poetry is not — it is not what prosodists ordinarily 
try to count, it is free from this thing they would make rhythm 
out to be, it has “complete rhythmical freedom” — this is to say 
something, and in the present case something worthwhile. But it 
is to open the proper question, not to close the discussion. Sure 

1 “The Wreck of the Deutschland ” Essays and Studies (English Associa- 
tion), XXI, collected by Herbert Read (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1936), 
p. 127. A more recent study of Hopkins’ rhythm is discussed in the note at 
the end of Part II below, p. 145. 

a “Gerard Hopkins,” Dial, LXXXI (Sept., 1926), p. 203. 
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now of one thing it is not, we may still wish to know what the 
movement of Hopkins 5 verse is. 

The present study attempts to account for Hopkins’ sprung 
rhythm and at the same time to design a key to his vast number 
of scattered remarks about the rhythm by showing both his prac- 
tice and his comment on his practice against a general pattern 
of development in English verse. 

I 

THE WAYS OF DISCOVERY 

In opening a discussion of Hopkins 5 verse, first steps must be 
taken carefully so as to avoid false starts. Even yet there are 
plenty of such starts possible, and a preliminary excursion through 
Hopkins’ papers will be necessary to recognize them for what 
they are and to find the proper point of departure. 

The Question of Old English 

At first sight, one of the most promising starts is(the^indis- 
putable connection, often enough observed, between rTopkins 5 
sprung rhythm and Old English verseA As we shall see, this con- 
nection leads us, in a way, toward explanation, but the way is so 
roundabout as to be misleading. It is easy to mention the con- 
nection without adverting to the fact that, instead of providing 
explanation, it really raises a sprawling genealogical problem. 
In Hopkins 3 day, knowledge of Old English was not easy to 
come by, and the nature of Old English poetry by no means 
entirely clear. It was not until 1885, ten years after the writing 
of the Deutschland , Hopkins’ first sprung rhythm poem, that 
Eduard Sievers first published in Paul und Braune’s Beitrdge 
his “Zur Rhythmik des germanischen Alliterationsverses,” the 
definitive work setting forth — and that in German, in which 
Hopkins shows little interest — the structural principles of Old 
English poetry. 
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Late in 1882 Hopkins admits that he does not know for cer- 
tain whether his sprung rhythm occurred in Anglo-Saxon verse : 
it does, he says, “so far as I know — I am enquiring and presently 
I shall be able to speak more decidedly 5 ’ (B 156. Oct. 18, 1882). 
A month later Hopkins writes that he is (only then) learning 
Anglo-Saxon (B 163. Nov. 26-27, 1882). 

Hopkins’ acquaintance with the work of William Barnes, 
“good soul, of Dorset-dialect poems,” looks promising at first 
sight but goes little further in the way of explaining the connec- 
tion of Hopkins’ new rhythm with Old English. Barnes had 
indeed published in 1849 an Anglo-Saxon collection, but Hop- 
kins nowhere mentions it. His acquaintance with Barnes seems 
to have been confined principally to the latter’s own Dorsetshire 
dialect poetry : but even if this poetry were capable of suggesting 
sprung rhythm to Hopkins, his interest in it was too slight to 
matter. He writes in 1879, a g a i n after the completion of the 
Deutschland and other sprung rhythm pieces, that he had never 
read any of Barnes’ poems since his own undergraduate days 
“except the one quoted in Gosse’s paper” (B 87. Aug. 14, 1879). 
Everything else in Hopkins’ acquaintance with Barnes is too late 
to help account for sprung rhythm. At the instigation of Patmore, 
Hopkins later went over more of Barnes’ Dorsetshire poems, but 
this was in 1885, when sprung rhythm was ten years old. 3 His 
acquaintance with Barnes’ An Outline of English Speech-Craft 
(B 162-163. Nov. 26, 1882), with its insistence on “pure” 
English and its abhorrence of Latinisms might possibly have ac- 
counted for some of Hopkins’ idiom which seems the fiber of 
his verse movement, had Hopkins’ acquaintance with the book 
been possible earlier. But the work did not appear until 1878; 
Hopkins’ idiom was well matured in 1875. 

{^There remains Piers Plowman as apparently Hopkins’ only ' 
means of establishing contact with Old English poetry before 
his sprung rhythm was already formed. This late fourteenth- 
century poem preserves enough of the early Old English rhythmic 

3 F 218 (to Patmore, June 4, 1886) ; B 221, Sept. 1, 1885. 
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movement to make it a possible source, and Hopkins mentions 
it often. But even the part played by Piers Plowman in introduc- 
ing the new rhythm to his ear, and still more in furnishing him 
a detailed theory, is highly questionable^jlt is true that in his 
lecture notes prepared in 1873-74 he quotes a few lines from 
the poem. In 1880, however, he writes Bridges that he had not 
studied it enough to know whether or not it employed triple 
time in its verse (B 107. Sept. 5, 1880) ; and it is not until two 
years later that he reports, “I am reading that famous poem and 
am coming to the conclusion that it is not worth reading” 
(B 156. Oct. 18, 1882). 

With this last remark, we finally come upon Hopkins’ first 
definitive statement, repeated when he wrote “in ’83 or not 
much later” 4 the Preface now published with his Poems , that 
^“the old English verse seen in Pierce Ploughman” is in sprung 
rhythm. 5 Clearly, this by no means explains the source of Hop- 
kins’ rhythm: it simply states a fact which Hopkins had dis- 
covered. 


The Question of Later Authors 


Similarly, with regard to specific authors after the Old and 
Middle English periods, Hopkins’ treatment of their sporadic 
manifestations of sprung rhythm is on altogether too undecided 
a basis to indicate that they were really sources: often Hopkins 
cannot make up his mind whether they use sprung rhythm or 
not. ^e mentions Mi lton so often in his correspondence that it 
has been easy to suspect he derived his rhythm from Milton, 
especially from the Samson AgonistesJ and the ease of making 
tfiis~corijecfufe has bb§Cured* the fact that Hopkins nowhere says 
that he learned sprung rhythm from Milton. Rather, he ap- 
proaches Milton as one who judges, not as one who learns, and 
he can never quite make up his mind whether Milton’s rhythms 

4 See Bridges* notes. Poems , p. 100. 

5 Poems, p. 6; B 156 (Oct. 18, 1882). 
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are sprung or not. {The Samson choruses, which Hopkins first 
mentions in his now printed papers on April 3, 1877 (® 38) , are, 
he writes to Bridges later the same year, “intermediate between 
counterpointed and sprung rhythm, I * * * 5 ’ but in the same breath he 
adds, “In reality they are sprung 55 (B 45. Aug. 21, 1877). Later, 
he calls Milton “the great standard in the use of counterpoint, 55 , 
but states definitively that Milton did not use sprung rhythm: 
“When . . . secondary or ‘mounted rhythm, 5 which is neces- 
sarily a sprung rhythm, overpowers the original . . . you reach 
simple sprung rhythm. Milton must have known this but had 
reasons 55 for not going so far. 6 

It is well to remember that the interest Hopkins shows in 
Milton’s rhythms is not all his own. A large part is the reflection 
of the interest of Bridges, his constant correspondent, who was 
on his way to writing Milton 3 s Prosody . 

^Shakespeare is the one cited in Hopkins 5 letters at the first 
mention of anything promising to develop into sprung rhythm.^ 
This occurs in a postscript to Bridges just before Hopkins enters 
the novitiate: 

I hope you will master the peculiar beat I have introduced into 
St. Dorothea. The development is mine but the beat is Shakspere — \ 

eg. 

Why should this desert be? — and 

Thou for whom J6ve would swear — where the rest of the lines are 
eight-syllabled or seven-syllabled (B 24-25. Aug. 7, 1868). 

As indicated by Hopkins in at least one of the versions of his 
poem, the beat is: 

I bear a basket lined with grass. 

I' am so light' and fair' 

Men are amazed to watch me pass 

With' the basket I bear. 7 

6 Di5 (Oct. 6, 1878). For the nature of “counterpoint” or “mounted 

rhythm,” see below, pp. 148 ff. 

7 Poems, p. 141. 
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This looks promising, but with this particular beat other 
authors besides Shakespeare are associated in Hopkins’ lecture 
notes for rhetoric made in 1873-74 (N 221-248). In these notes, 
although he does not use the term “sprung,” Hopkins describes 
a kind of verse which is unmistakably that destined to become 
in his hands the new rhythm.^his is the “stress verse,” verse 
which builds with stresses only, disregarding how many other 
syllables there may be. Hopkins contrasts it with quantitative 
verse, such as classical Greek and Latin, and with “counted” or 
“numbered” verse, which regards the total number of syllables, 
stressed and unstressed. He mentions that the rhythm of verse 
without count of syllable, that is, the pure stress rhythm like 
that he was later to make his own, is to be found in the ancient 
Saturnian Latin verse and in Piers Plowman . In Piers , he 
notes, each half-line gets two beats commonly, but sometimes 
three or four. He goes on to say that such stress or beat rhythm 
can be found occasionally in Shakespeare, Campbell, and Ham- 
ilton, quoting from them four, one, and four lines respectively. 
There are other unusually acute observations on this verse which 
regards only stress without taking into account the total number 
of syllables — we shall come to some of these remarks later — and 
finally Milton is mentioned as having “made experiments in 
accentual counterpoint,” )as (with Hopkins’ own marks) — 


Home to^is mother’s house private returned 


/, 


This is the only line from Milton quoted in the lecture notes, 
although Hopkins tells Dixon that he had paid “a good deal of 
attention to Milton’s versification” when the notes were being 
got up (D 13-14. Oct. 6, 1878). 


Derivation and What It Means Here 

When these lecture notes were being assembled in 1873-74, 
sprung rhythm was undoubtedly in the offing, and, indeed, the 
lectures may well have been occasion for Hopkins’ giving full 
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attention to the rhyfchm— it was only a year later that the 
Deutschland appeared, after Hopkins had had the echo of the 
new rhythm “long . . . haunting 55 his ear. Yet it is impossible 
to state that Hopkins “derived 55 his rhythm from any of the 
authors mentioned in these lecture notes, for the passages he 
quotes here give every evidence of being loci which Hopkins 
could cite as instances of his rhythm rather than “sources” for it. 
“Single lines and single instances of it [sprung rhythm] are not 
uncommon in English and I have pointed them out in lecturing,” 
he writes Bridges (B 45. Aug. 21, 1877), quoting from these same 
authors and others. The Shakespeare passages early connected 
with St. Dorothea, which are really the most promising as genu- 
ine sources, are too meager to account for sprung rhythm as 
such. Hopkins appreciates this and in his lecture notes simply 
lists them, without special mention, with the other lines which 
serve merely as instances. 

It seems true, then, to say that Hopkins’ statement giving the 
most definite information about the source of the new verse is 
the one quoted earlier: “I had long had haunting my ear the 
echo of a new rhythm” (D 14. Oct. 6, 1878). Conclusions that 
Hopkins’ meters derived, or that he even thought they derived, 
from their being used in this or that particular author are wide 
of the mark. Hopkins testifies only to the fact that the new 
rhythm was “haunting” his ear. It might be said that he noticed 
what it was when it was already in his own possession, after he 
had already picked it up. Whether Hopkins himself could have 
named all the really proximate sources, we simply do not know. 
This much is certain : the real sources of a rhythm which makes 
such a radical claim on a language as that of being the rhythm 
of the language’s prose can hardly be narrowed to one or two 
authors or to nursery rhymes, though these may provide quite 
valid instances of the rhythm’s appearance. Sources for a rhythm 
with such roots must be more widespread than that. If Hopkins’ 
claims for his rhthym are acceptable, he must have been, con- 
sciously or unconsciously, hearing it everywhere. 
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Whether Hopkins’ first susceptibility to the movements of the 
new rhythm was occasioned by his speculating on its possibility 
or directly by his hearing it, is not at all evident from his printed 
papers and perhaps will always remain an unsolved question. At 
any rate, once his enthusiasm for sprung rhythm had begun, 
about the time he set down the Deutschland , he began to find it 
in more and more places. This is hardly strange, for had the 
rhythm which Hopkins found been other than something basi- 
cally widespread, it would very likely not have been the sort of 
thing that could have worked. For, practically speaking, there can 
be no question of a poet’s introducing into a language the bases 
of a rhythm — various stresses, lengths of syllables, other hinges on 
which a language turns. He can utilize what is there, perhaps 
change it subtly. But the rhythms of a language are already rooted 
when the poet arrives, and the real question to be answered con- 
cerning Hopkins’ sprung rhythm is, What was this thing he was 
discovering all around him? or What is the life of this rhythm in 
the language, what are its claims on our speech? 

This is the sort of question Hopkins himself was gradually 
solving. Where the new rhythm came from and what its impli- 
cations were Hopkins was at first not sure. The St. Dorothea 
piece he associated with Shakespeare in 1 869 is an important but 
only equivocal hint and an entirely inadequate explanation of 
what was to come. But by 1873-74 Hopkins certainly had a 
skeleton theory erected fo^a^ verse which counted stresses only 
a nd disregarded the numbe r of s yllables in a line ^A theory so 
stated was capable of differentiating the “new rhythm” from 
other rljythms which had been the ordinary concern of metrists. 
But that was all. What was the full economy of such a pure 
stress verse in English, Hopkins could not yet answer. His ear had 
caught a rhythm and he could describe it. But it would take time 
to know how it would work, what organization it demanded, 
just as it would take time to know the principal places where it 
might be found. 

From here on, Hopkins begins listening for the rhythm and 
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listing instances of its occurrence, blocking in areas of theory as 
he proceeds. Leaving the theory for later discussion, we can 
remark that not only do loci of the rhythm increase in number 
as Hopkins becomes more familiar with the rhythm by using it 
himself, but loci which, such as that of ordinary rhythmical 
prose, would be most likely important sources (because they 
were most commonly in his ear or in anyone’s ear) are men- 
tioned latest in Hopkins’ discussion of his discovery. 

The crisis is reached in 1882-83. By 1882 Hopkins had come 
to the point where he was ready to give his spning rhythm a 
brief and tentative history in a letter to Bridges : he suspects that 
it (B 156. Oct. 18, 1882) 

existed in full force in Anglo saxon verse and in great beauty; in 
^ degraded and doggerel shape in Piers Ploughman . . . ; Greene was 
the last who employed it at all consciously and he never continuously; 
then it disappeared — for one cadence in it here and there is not 
/ sprung rhythm and one swallow does not make a spring. |l put 
- aside Milton’s case, for it is altogether singular.) 

This is the skeleton of the view given in the Preface published 
with his Poems, but this Preface, written as we have seen within 
approximately the next year, lists as additional loci of the 
rhythm weather saws, nursery rhymes, and songs, and caps all 
with the astonishing and sweeping statement that sprung rhythm 
f “is the rhythm of common speech and of written prose, when 
{ rhythm is perceived in them.” 8 

Thus we come upon the inevitable question with which we 
began. If this sprung rhythm is, being the rhythm of prose, the 
commonest and most ordinary rhythm of the language, how did 
it happen that Hopkins did not from the first give it its fullest 
pedigree by stating such a fact? In 1877 he was still writing to 
Bridges that it is not the rhythm of prose but “the nearest to 
the rhythm of prose” (B 46. Aug. 21, 1877). The answer lies in 
Hopkins’ only gradually opening awareness of the genealogy of 
8 Poems, p. 5. 
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his own new rhythm and of the ( rhythm’s ec onomy \and connec- 
tions. 

Although in his 1883 Preface he says everything in summary 
when he says, (^Itjus^ the rhythm of common speech and of writ- 
ten prose when rhythm is perceived in them^)— although this 
indeed “caps, clears, and clinches all,” this statement still needs 
its implications developed. With things at such a pitch, however, 
in the press of work which in his own case as in that of Brother 
Alphonsus, 

Could crown career with conquest while there went 
Those years and years by of world without event 

Father Hopkins himself went quietly to God, “lover of souls, 
swaying considerate scales.” This was in 1889. Had he lived 
longer, he might have explained more: “And there it is,” he 
writes Bridges (B 275. May 25, 1888), 

I understand these things so much better than you: we should 
explain things, plainly state them, clear them up, explain them; ex- 
planation — except personal — is always pure good; without explana- 
tion people go on misunderstanding; being once explained they 
thenceforward understand things; therefore always explain: but I 
have the passion for explanation^and you have not. 

A frank avowal and the truth. For Hopkins was always trying 
desperately to explain his rhythmic practices. 

But the mass of brief comment dispersed through his letters 
and his all-too-brief Preface leaves much explaining still to be 
done. 

Hopkins 5 misunderstandings of Greek and Latin rhythmic 
usages, which derived from the mistakes of scholars of his age, 
led his speculation on classical meter over unsafe ground, as 
Father John L. Bonn explains elsewhere in the present volume. 
Since Father Bonn’s work discusses separately what here might 
have proved a troublesome enough distraction, the matter of 
Greek and Latin meters need not enter the present study. For- 
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tunately, Hopkins was not constructing a rhythm on Greek theory, 
however much Greek theory may have provided him false analo- 
gies in Greek for his rhythm. (The validity of his work is inde- 
pendent of speculation on Greek metric : Tiopkins knew sprung 
rhythm because he heard it in Englisfy.J) 

We must keep in mind the cardinal problem, which, despite 
the direction taken by much thought on the matter, is not why 
Hopkins is different, but why he is not different. Hopkins’ poetry, 
which is not separable from the vehicle of his rhythm, has a hold 
on the English language as unshakable and as permanent as that 
of St. Thomas More, Shakespeare, Donne, Dryden, or, indeed, 
quite absolutely, anyone else at all, though his grasp may not be 
so ample as the grasp of some of these/Now Hopkins’ differences 
from his contemporaries are obvious. But simply to be different 
is no virtue.YThe virtue of Hopkins’ difference and the thing 
which wants explaining lies in the fact that in an age when most 
of the major poets— major at least with regard to their contem- 
poraries— were out of contact with a hying language, Hopkins 
was able to reestablish contact with one^S 


Scott, Southey, Landor, Arnold, Rossetti, Swinburne, much 
of Tennyson — and Newman, to take a poet whose importance 
is lesser but whose basically religious views of reality were the 
same as Hopkins’ — these have little life to supply the serious poet 
of the present century. A minor poet of the seventeenth century, 
such as King, is likely to be far more alive today .^But upon the 
appearance of his poems in 1918, Hopkins’ work was found to 
have carried forward a fecund vitality into a new age which its 
author had not lived to see. 


Hopkins, rhythm and all, had taken up his position at a place 
over which the living current of the language was moving, when 
men whom his age thought great were, as it latterly appears, 
stogged to the right and to the left in drying sloughs. This is what 
needs explaining. The question is not the one often heard: How 
did Hopkins break with tradition? Hopkins is in a tradition or 
he could not have survived. Nor is it, What did Hopkins invent? 
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For, though many men have found a tradition, no one yet has 
invented one. Hopkins’ entire discussion of his rhythm, as we 
have seen, evinces that he found something, his ears were opened, 
and once they were, he began to hear about him more and more 
evidence of the same thing. 

Our question, then, can be put this way: What did Hopkins 
come upon? 

II 

ANOTHER ECONOMY IN ENGLISH VERSE 

From speech, from music, or from the mere miscellany of 
activity about him, man’s ear is being fed constantly with a 
complex wave of sound. Though sound is “noght but air 
y-broken,” the texture of this wave, when its source is speech, 
can be exceedingly rich and variable, and in its manifold many 
patterns of diverse kinds and diverse degrees of fixity can be 
discovered— patterns noticed or made by adverting to pitch or 
to phrasing or to syllabic length or to the number of syllables or 
to the strange phenomena grouped together under the title of 
stress or accent, which is something easily recognized but, with 
its variable mixtures of pitch and force, not easily defined or 
even described. Sound pattern, and hence verse, can exist in 
terms of any of these things or of combinations of them, or in 
terms of other things as well. 

The Alternating Stress 

One pattern in English speech, at least in Modem English 
speech, is quite easy to identify. For English, as we pronounce it, 
demands, with a few exceptions to be noted later, a stress of 
some sort on every two or three syllables: that is, however few 
the stresses demanded by sense may be, other stresses are scat- 
tered through English speech so that generally no more than two 
syllables pass without one. If at least every third syllable takes 
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a sense stress, this will serve: thus we would say And ndw let us 
go or And now let us go, as the sense might demand. But if the 
sense demands no particular stress on any special word or words 
in a group of monosyllables such as this, we ordinarily must put 
stresses on some of the words anyhow, making our own one or 
another of the possible alternating stress patterns: we would 
hardly say, as a Frenchman speaking English might say, And 
now let us go, with all the syllables equi-accented and only a 
slight tonic elevation on the last. Or again, no matter what the 
sense of a phrase in which the word occurs, we pronounce poly- 
syllables with alternating stresses, the longer the word, the greater 
the number of stresses. Thus we say in” com-mu" ni-ca-biYi-ty, 
or perhaps in"co?n-mu"ni-ca-bil'i-ty". This rule is general enough 
to set up throughout our speech the feeling for alternating or 
pulsing between syllables which are stressed and syllables which 
are not. We may call the stress this feeling demands, the alter- 
nating stress. 

In non-versified speech the pattern of this alternating stress 
and its correlative slack is irregular. Thus we might scan (since 
the alternating stress asserts itself with some flexibility, other 
scansions would be equally admissible in places) : 

Fourscore and seven years ago our fathers brought forth on this 
continent a new nation, conceived in liberty, and dedicated to the 
proposition that all men are created equal. 

Now, one way of writing English verse is to create a regular 
rhythm by so arranging words that the alternating stress sets up 
a quite regular beat of stress-slack, or stress-slack-slack, and so 
on. Thus in Gray’s Elegy Written in a Country Church-Yard: 

The Curfew tolls the knell of parting day; 

The lowing herd winds slowly o’er the lea ; 

The plowman homeward plods his weary way, 

And leaves the world to darkness and to me . 9 

• The Poetical Works of Gray and Collins f cd. by Austin Lane Poole 
(London: Oxford University Press, 1917), p. 90 . 
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Or in Spenser’s “Mutabilitie” cantos: 

When I bethinke me on that speech whyleare 

Of Mutabilitie, and well it way . 10 

Here the alternating stress sets up a simple one-two beat like 
that of very elementary, unsophisticated, measured music — how 
far actual time is an element of the beat need not concern us 
here; we need only note that the beat pattern is somehow an ele- 
ment — and once the beat is set up, it may be varied by re- 
versing or making undecided occasional slack-stress “feet” so 
long as the variations are not great enough to destroy the meas- 
ured rhythm. Thus Shakespeare in Sonnet XXXIII (reversed 
foot) : 

Stealing unseen to west with this disgrace ; 11 

or in Sonnet XXX (undecided feet) : 

And with old woes new wail my dear time’s waste . 12 

Sometimes this beat of the alternating stress is so marked in its 
timing that it admits either one or two slacks indiscriminately, 
the two when they occur receiving each approximately half the 
time of one. For instance, Coleridge’s Christabel : 

The lovely lady, Christabel, 

Whom her father loves so well, 

She had dreams all yesternight 
Of her own betrothed knight; 

And she in the midnight wood will pray 
For the weal of her lover that’s far away . 18 

10 The Fairie Queene, Bk. VII, Canto viii, in The Complete Poetical 
Works of Edmund Spenser (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co., 1908), p. 6?6. 

11 The Complete Works of William Shakespeare, cd. by Sidney Lee et al., 
after the Cambridge Edition of William Aldis Wright (“Renaissance Edition”; 
Cambridge, Mass.: The University Press, 1907), XXXIII, 33. Italics mine. 

12 Ibid., p. 30. Italics mine. 

18 The Poetical Works of Samuel Taylor Coleridge, ed. by James Dykes 
Campbell (London: Macmillan and Co., 1914), p. 116. 
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With proper allowance for this latter kind of verse, it is plain 
that the verse made from the alternating stress — we call such 
verse, with Hopkins, “common” or “running 55 rhythm 14 — deter- 
mines the number of syllables in a line in determining the num- 
ber of alternating stresses. 


The Breakdown of Alternating Stress 

With regard to this kind of rhythm, Hopkins 5 “new rhythm 55 
is evidently “sprung. 55 (This running rhythm limps badly in a 
passage like this from stanza 8 of the Deutschland : 

Is out with it! Oh, 

We lash with the best or worst 
Word last! How a lush-kept plush-capped sloe 
Will, mouthed to flesh-burst, 

Gush! — flush the man, the being with it, sour or sweet, 

Brim, in a flash, full! 

Or again in stanza 13: 

And the sea flint-flake, black-backed in the regular blow. 


The reason for the breakdown here of running rhythm, the 
rhythm of the alternating stress, derives from the fact that^he 
general rule that Eng lish s peech proceed by stresses alternating 
with one or two slacks b etween them cannot always be observed 
in English . The place where it most commonly cannot be ob- 
served is where the sense demands that two stresses be juxta- 
posed: lush-kept , or plush-capped , or flint-flake . From the par- 
ticular effect which arises here in contrast to the demands of 
running rhythm, Hopkins designates this other rhythm as 
“sprung”J(D 23. Feb. 27, 1879). 

Often; indeed, even this juxtaposition of stresses yields to the 
general tendency of English to proceed by alternating stresses 


14 Author’s Preface, Poems, p. 1 . 



hopkins’ sprung rhythm iog 

and slacks, "tn the first place, occasionally the juxtaposition of 
two stresses will be taken care of by a complete break in the 
rhythmic structure. When there is opportunity for such a break, 
as, for instance at the end of a phrase or clause or sentence in 
prose, the juxtaposition of two stresses means nothing: one 
rhythm is stopped and another started again. Moreover, when 
there is not an occasion for this kind of pause, we can adjust two 
juxtaposed stresses to the feeling for alternation of stress and slack 
in either of two ways : ( i ) we may add equivalently a slack 
after the first syllable by pausing slightly between the two syl- 
lables or by drawing out the first; or (2) we may, in a certain 
context, make one accent actually predominate. 

An example might be that used by lexicographers: The room 
is airtight . Airtight is one of the not uncommon English words 
which varies its accent precisely for purposes of rhythmic ad- 
justment, “according to the rhythm of the syllables in the con- 
text.” 15 Careful advertence will show that the feeling for alter- 
nating stress easily intrudes in the example just cited, so that 
either ( 1 ) between the beginning of the syllable air - and the 
beginning of the syllable -tight there is a prolongation of time 
which produces at least a felt pause (so that saying The room 
is airytight would not change the timing), or else (2) the word 
tends to become airtight ' or air' tight . 

TThe meter generally heightens one or the other stress in this 
second way ( airtight ' or airtight) when running rhythm uses 
equi-accented words; if such words must really remain equi- 
accented, running rhythm usually will not use them at all. Hop- 
kins was aware of this and bridled at it, setting down as a virtue 
of his sprung rhythm its ability to assimilate juxtaposed stresses. ^ 
In some running rhythm measures, indeed, the two stresses are 
given full value, as in the third line at the opening of Coleridge’s 
Christabel (this third line, like all the other lines, has a total of 
four stresses) : 

15 “A Guide to Pronunciation,” Webster's Collegiate Dictionary (5th ed.; 
Springfield, Mass.: G. and C. Merriam Co., 1938), p. ix. 
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’Tis the middle of night by the castle clock 
And the owls have awakened the crowing cock. 

T u — whit ! tu — whoo ! 

And hark, again, the crowing cock, 

How drowsily it crew. 16 

But this is somewhat unusual. Running rhythm, for the most 
part, is averse to two or more consecutive stresses, and hence 
Hopkins seizes on the more general affinity of his sprung rhythm 
for such stresses as a characteristic feature roughly differentiating 
it from most alternating stress measures. Differences between it 
and the Christabel rhythm have to be worked out in more de- 
tailed formulae. But there are differences: Hopkins says only 
that the Christabel meter “might be developed into” sprung 
rhythm (D 21. Feb. 27, 1879). 

C^Hopkins’ juxtaposed sprung rhythm stresses are to be found, 
for example, in the last two words in this line from stanza 20 of 
the Deutschland : 

Christ’s lily and beast of the waste wood, 

or in the last three in this line from stanza 1 1 : 

The sour scythe cringe, and the blear share come. 


c j 


Almost all the instances of his new rhythm that Hopkins first 
rehearses are cases of these juxtaposed stresses marked by him as 
such (N 235-236; cf. B 24-25. Aug. 7, 1868) : 

Shakespeare — 

Todd that under cold stone 
and — 

Sle6p thou first i’ th’ charmed p6t 
and — 

Why should this d6sert b€ 
and — 

l *Loc. cit . The passage from Coleridge’s note to Christabil is quoted in 
D 173. Cf. Hopkins* comment on the poem in D ai. Feb. 27, 1879. 
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Thou for whom Jove would swear — ; 

Campbell — 

As ye sw6ep thrdugh the d6ep. 

Without arguing over the validity of these instances, we can see 
plainly here what Hopkins was taking note of. /His “new rhythm” 
he describes later as being based on the principle that only 
stresses, and not stresses and slacks, are counted. 1 Hence these 
juxtaposed stresses are not its only manifestations: it may mani- 
fest itself as well by merely unequal numbers of slacks between 
stresses. But the juxtaposed stresses are symptomatic . Ordinarily 
they are not found in running rhythm as such. From their charac- 
teristic abrupt effect — by no means the only effect of sprung 
rhythm — Hopkins takes the name for his new verse \(D 23. 
Feb. 27, 1879). ) 


Sense Stress 

The working of these consecutive sense stresses shows the effect 
of sense interpretation in overruling on occasion the tendency in 
English toward an alternating stress^The sense stress is important 
on an even larger scale in determining another group of sound 
units in English apart from those made by the alternating stress. 
Syllables which carry a sense emphasis, particularly if this is very 
marked, tend to pull-surrounding syllables to themselves, form- 
ing units with the sense stress as a core; or a sense stress by itself 
may even constitute a unit of this sort. One resolution into such 
units — other resolutions are possible, for units will vary some- 
what with varying interpretations — might be indicated thus, the 
virgules marking off the unit formed around each stress : 

Fodrscore and sevenl years agolour fathers! brought forth! on this 
continent I a new nation, I conceived in liberty,! and dedicated I to the 
proposition I that all men I are created I equal. 

Or, in a highly dramatic style (with rather marked pauses at the 
virgules) : 



1 12 IMMORTAL DIAMOND 

Fourscore I and seven! years! agolourl fathers! brought! forth! on this! 
continent! a new I nation j conceived! in liberty,! and dedicated to the 
proposition! that all I men I are created! equal. 

This patterning is not entirely independent of the pulsing or al- 
ternating stress, for many stresses here would be picked up by 
the alternating stress, which, as we have seen, utilizes sense stress 
without being restricted to it. Yet it is apparent that this kind ol 
rhythm is not that of the alternating stress as such : this rhythm 
does not merely utilize sense stresses; it grows out of them, is 
constituted by them alone. It arises when the sense is being 
wrung out of the words. If this rhythm were somehow built up 
into verse, the basic rhythmic movement of such verse would not 
be constituted by (at least implied) stresses placed evenly along 
a line which thereby flows steadily in one direction and is thus 
styled iambic, or trochaic, and so on. Rather, it would be assem- 
bled from units which are heavy stresses alone or heavy stresses 
with slacks on either or both sides: reversed or “antispastic” 
effects are of this rhythm, not variations on it. 

Now, from units of this sort Old English verse is made. And, 
although we have seen that the fact does not argue Old English 
as a source, from the same kind of units is built the sprung 
rhythm of Gerard Manley Hopkins. The following analysis is 
based on this hypothesis. 


The Affinities of Old English and Hopkins 

The comparative study of two independent bodies of verse 
separated by such wide intervals as Old English verse and Hop- 
, kins’ can be productive of more valuable results than might other- 
wise be hoped for. It will be seen again and again in the follow- 
ing analysis how ^apparently accidental features arising sponta- 
neously in both Old English verse and in Hopkins’ sprung 
rhythm appear by this very fact for what they really are — not 
accidental at all, but integrated parts of an economy which must 
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he seen as a whole before we can know what sort of thing Hop- 
kins discovered/^) 

Affinities Rooted in Interpretive Speech 

The resemblance of the two bodies of verse is deepest in the 
relation of each to dramatic delivery, to the spoken language. 
The case for Old English has been made by Professor Kemp 
Malone : 

The rhythm of Old English verse grew naturally out of the prose 
rhythm, by a process of heightening and lowering. . . . The lifts 
[i hebungen , stresses] in a line of verse regularly coincided with syl- 
lables which would (or might) take stress if the line were read as 
prose; in like manner, the drops [. senkungen , slacks] coincided with 
syllables which would (or might) be without prose stress . 17 

Hopkins’ final conclusion that his sprung rhythm was “the 
rhythm of common speech and of written prose, when rhythm is 
perceived in them” 18 comes to the same thing. He remarks 
earlier that his verse “is oratorical, that is the rhythm is so” 
(B46. Aug. 21, 1877). 

The great regularity of alternating stress which makes running 
rhythm is not a virtue in prose. The existence of a very marked 
pattern relatively independent of sense is out of keeping with 
prose psychology. But prose can operate effectively with pure 
sense-stress units. These are intimately connected with interpre- 
tation: increase in feeling tends to heighten and draw out the 
stress and countenances hurrying over unimportant syllables so 
that otherwise disparate units come to be equivalent to one 
another. In this fashion, if the equivalence of the units is made 
only a little more marked than it might be in prose, the passage 
from the Gettysburg Address already quoted could slip into a 

17 Kemp Malone, “Life-Patterns in Old English Verse/* English Literary 
History , VIII (1941), p. 74 - 

18 Authors Preface, Poems t p. 5. 
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kind of Old English verse rhythm. Thus it might be arranged 
with four stresses to a line : 

fourscore I and seven I yearslagol 

our I fathers I brought I forth I 

on this I continent I a newl nation I 

As verse this is weak-kneed and perhaps somewhat footless, but it 
makes evident the tendency prose enjoys. The difference between 
rhythmically patterned prose and verse, as Hopkins observes 
(N 221 ), can be only one of degree. This is true to some extent 
even in the case of running rhythm, when freed from the label 
of rhyme: there are the passages in Shakespeare which may be 
intended either for verse or for prose. But in sense-stress pattern- 
ing the difference between prose and verse is less marked because 
sense-stress rhythm differs from running rhythm in this important 
psychological feature: whereas emotion does not naturally re- 
assort words so that the alternating stress is placed evenly to pro- 
duce running rhythm, emotion does naturally heighten the irreg- 
ular sense stresses and in doing so can assert its tendency to 
rhythm by balancing the weight of the segments of speech of 
which these sense stresses form nuclei. This is what happens in 
the passage just cited when read as scanned. The connections 
here indicated bring out the all-important fact about this rhythm, 
the fact which fixes its psychological bearings and stabilizes it as 
emotional currency: heavy stressing, dramatic interpretation, 
high feeling are the life of the rhythm itself, so much so that the 
more dramatic the rendition of a passage becomes, the more 
marked the rhythmic movement is. The converse of this state- 
ment is equally true and perhaps more important : the more the 
heavy stress which constitutes this rhythm is brought out, the 
more the sense clears and the feeling rises. 

Specious Differences and Real 

This is a point of great difference between the rhythm of these 
sense-stress units and running rhythm. In the latter, sense stress 
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often reverses and plays against the (running rhythm) pattern, 
and bringing out the sense makes this rhythm less marked, as in 
the line Hopkins quotes from Milton: 

Home to hYs mother’s house private returned . 19 

Even where the sense does not thus reverse the rhythm, bringing 
out each metric stress heavily does not help the sense but rather 
makes the rhythm monotonous and distasteful. The reason is 
plain. These stresses are not all really closely connected with 
sense or feeling. Thus in Gray’s Elegy , if the running-rhythm 
pattern is read like a sense-stress pattern so as to be very marked, 
it becomes intolerable and makes the sense difficult to follow: 

The Curfew tolls the knell of parting day; 

The lowing herd winds slowly o’er the lea; 

Since their units have one stress each but a varying number of 
syllables, the lines of Old English verse or ofYHopkins’ sprung- 
rhythm verse can be distinguished from those of running rhythm 
by the fact that they count only stresses, whereas running rhythm, 
the rhythm of the alternating stress, counts the total number of 
syllables per lineA Hopkins, as has been seen, occasionally points 
out his sprung rhythm by means of this difference, and it is 
common to differentiate Old English verse from later English 
verse on the same basis. But this guide can prove to be vicious 
as well as serviceable, for it diverts attention from the deep- 
seated psychological disparities between the two rhythms. Diffi- 
culty arises if the supposition is encouraged that the stress which 
Old English or Hopkins’ sprung rhythm counts and the stress 
which running rhythm counts are the same thing, for they are 
not. That they are in part alike adds confusion, for the psycho- 

10 N 241 . I use the marks — and u to mark the stresses and slacks respec- 
tively of the fixed running rhythm pattern (to which the real stresses and 
slacks do not always correspond) ; the marks ' and * to mark stresses and 
slacks, respectively, considered as incorporated in sense stress rhythm, includ- 
ing Hopkins’ sprung rhythm. Stress marks on Hopkins’ verse are his own 
unleu it is otherwise indicated. 
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logical values of the two patterns are at opposite poles. More- 
over, unless the divergent polarity of the two systems is pointed 
out, many phenomena of the Old English-Hopkins rhythm ap- 
pear as mere adventitious accretions instead of what they are, 
parts of an ordered verse management. 

(The case for Old English ^is clear. The stress of its verse is 
always the sense, or interpretive, stress.^Thus Jacob Schipper 
says in A History of English Versification : 

Each hemistich must have two syllables which predominate over 
the rest in virtue of their logical and syntactical importance and 
have on this account a stronger stress . 20 

And Dr. George T. Flom in his Introductory Old English Gram- 
mar and Reader: 

Here in every case [of the examples cited] the accent in the suc- 
cessive measures coincides absolutely with the natural accent. . . . 
Thus it is seen that the metrical stress always rested upon the im- 
portant word and the naturally accented syllable. Weak words . . . 
could not have the rhythmic emphasis . 21 

Hopkins’ obiter dicta regarding the stress in sprung rhythm 
show an early awareness that this stress was not that of running 
rhythmJNpt only does he insist that in sprung rhythm stress 
alone, not stress as alternating, is essential to a foot (D 39. Janu- 
ary 14, 1881 ), but he also notes that the sprung rhythm is “more 
of a stress” than that of running rhythm, “in which less stress is 
laid”)(D 39. Jan. 14, 1881; italics Hopkins’ own). But to estab- 
lisHrurther the identity of Hopkins’ sprung rhythm stress with 
the sense stress here described will require close collation of his 
many and scattered remarks, with one another and with the 
operation of stress in his verse and in other verse of a similar 
nature. To this collation we now turn. 

20 (Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 1910), p. 30. 

21 ad ed. (Boston: D. C. Heath and Co., 1930), pp. 152-153. 
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Hopkins* persis tent plea for oral, int erpretive reading of his 
poems) shows that this “more of a stress” was, just as the stress in 
Old English, the dramatic or interpretive stress. He tells Bridges 
(B 51-52. May 21, 1878) : 


You must not slovenly read it [The Loss of the Eurydice ] with the 
eyes but with your ears, as if the paper were declaiming it at you. 
For instance the line “she had come from a cruise training seamen” 


read without stress and declaim is mere Lloyd’s Shipping Intelli- 
gence* properly read it is quite a different thingf Stress is the life 
of it. \ 


We know from a letter to Dixon that Hopkins wanted the line 
here mentioned to be read, “She had come from a cruise training 
seamen” (D 40. Jan. 14, 1881 ). This is plainly the way the sense 
of the verse would demand. The other rhythm which Hopkins 
evidently wanted to avoid is suggested not by the sense but by 
an alternating stress pattern induced by the first halFoT the line 
(uu — uu — ), which would make the whole line read, “sh£ had 
come from a cruise training seamen.”(Only the sense stress pat- 
tern fits into Hopkins’ stanza, \which requires a four-stress line^ 
where this one occurs. ^ 


Hopkins, indeed, wanted more than “rhetorical” reading for 
the higher tension of poetical rendition. The sense emphasis is 
a more intense thing here than in oratory, for the pitch of feeling 
to which his poetry rises makes its performance demand “not 
reading with the eye but loud, leisurely, poetical (not rhetorical) 
recitation, with long rests, long dwells on the rhyme and other 
marked syllables, and so on. This sonnet [presumably Spelt 
from Sibyl’s Leaves ] shd. be almost sung: it is most carefully 
timed in tempo rubato” (B 246. Dec. 11, 1886). 

An interesting gloss on these quotations which, by linking his 
verse with oral delivery, confirm the, primacy in it of sense em- 
phasis, is Hopkins’ own half-shamefaced admission to Patmore 
that he made his verse orally and only wrote it down “with re- 
pugnance” (F 231. May 12, 1887). 
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There is evident throughout Hopkins 5 writings a marked sensi- 
tivity to the difference between kinds of stress which indicates his 
ability to feel sense stress as different from other kinds and thus 
as a stress which can be used apart from others to construct a 
rhythmic pattern. The “lightsome French or Chaucerian 
rhythm, 55 he writes, is used by Dixon; but, he adds thoughtfully, 
“Chaucer properly read is heavier stressed than we think 55 (D 78. 
Oct. 23, 1881). His description of “To What Serves Mortal 
Beauty 55 as “common rhythm highly stressed 55 22 points both to 
the same sensitivity to differences in kinds of stresses and to a 
realization that common rhythm ordinarily is not stressed highly. 
Moreover, keeping in mind his earlier remark that sprung 
rhythm uses “more of a stress, 55 we read with interest his state- 
ments to Bridges that sprung rhythm “lends itself to expressing 
passion 55 (B 92. Oct. 8, 1879) and that in the St. Winefred’s 
Well fragments, “as the feeling rises the rhythm becomes freer 
and more sprung 55 (B 212. April 1, 1885). Set against the earlier 
remark, this means that (as t he dramatic emphases assert them- 
selves under the influence of feeling, the rhythm becomes more 
of a sprung rhythm. The dramatic stress makes the sprung 
rhythm pattern/^ 

There is, moreover, no difficulty in seeing how a sensitivity to 
the value of the heavy or dramatic stress is at one with Hopkins 5 
whole attitude toward poetry.^For him a poem was not to be 
grafted on language, but grown from Rhythm, if it is a mode 
of conveying feeling, gains by being drawn out of the interpretive 
stress, for this stress naturally mounts with the feeling. This line 
of thought accords with Hopkins 5 remark to Bridges (B 89. 
Aug. 14, 1879) that 

7 |jthe poetical language of an age shd. be the current language height- 
ened, to any degree heightened and unlike itself, but notj (I mean 
normally: passing freaks and graces are another thing); an obsolete 
one. This is Shakespeare’s and Milton’s practice and the want of 

aa Notes in Poems , p. 1 1 3. 
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it will be fatal to Tennyson’s idylls and plays, and to Swinburne, 
and perhaps to Morris."^ 

Hopkins tells Bridges in the same place that he avoids inversions 


because they weaken and because they destroy the earnestness or 
in-earnestness of the utterance. Nevertheless in prose I use them 
more than other people, because there they have great advantages 
of another sort. Now these advantages they should have in verse too, 
but they must not seem to be due to the verse: that is what is so 
enfeebling (for instance the finest of your sonnets to my mind has a 
line enfeebled by inversion plainly due to the verse, as I said once 
before ‘ ’Tis joy the falling of her fold to view’ — ...).... So 
als^fcut myself off from the use of ere , o'er, wellnigh, what time, 
say not (for do not say)} because, though dignified, they neither 
belong to nor ever cd. arise from, or be the elevation of, ordinary 
modern speech. 

It might be noted that Hopkins 5 “what while we, while we slum- 
bered 55 in The Leaden Echo and the Golden Echo arises not 
from any Spenserian archaizing but from dramatic disturbance. 

With an extraordinary consistency, Hopkins 5 musical sensibili- 
ties reflect the same bent as his poetic. He is an admirer of the 
Church’s plain chant, which is eminently the elevation of speech 
(B 214. Apr. 1, 1885). (It is, indeed, interesting to speculate 
what the effect would have been on him had the Solesmes Bene- 
dictines’ work of restoring the original chant been completed 
before his death so that the real rhythm of the chant would have 
been available to him in its fullness. ) 

It does not come as a surprise that the mind in evidence here 
would hit upon a rhythm built from the interpretive, sense 
stresses which are a normal mode of conveying feeling in English 
and which tend themselves to become more prominent as the 
feeling rises. “Why do I employ sprung rhythm at all?” Hopkins 
asks (B 46. Aug. 21, 1877), apparently echoing a query of 
Bridges’. 



120 


IMMORTAL DIAMOND 


Because it is the nearest to the rhythm of prose, that is the native 
and natural rhythm of speech, the least forced, the most rhetorical 
and emphatic of all possible rhythms, combining, as it seems tQ me, 
opposite and, one wd. have thought, incompatible excellences, 
markedness of rhythm— that is rhythm’s self— and naturalness of 
expression — for why, if it is forcible in prose to say ‘lashed : rod’, am 
I obliged to weaken this in verse, which ought to be stronger, not 
weaker, into ‘lashed birch-rod’ or something? 

My verse is less to be read than heard, as I have told you before; 
it is oratorical, that is the rhythm is so. I think if you will study 
what I have here said you will be much more pleased with it and 
may I say? converted to it. 

Similarly, he writes to Dixon later that he believed his rhythm 
was based on “a better and more natural principle than the 
ordinary system, much more flexible, and capable of much 
greater effects” (D 14-15. Oct. 6, 1878). His claim that his 
poetry had a popular style, which claim amused Patmore 
(F 207. Patmore to Hopkins, Apr. 5, 1884), derived largely 
from this same conviction that its rhythms grew naturally out 
of normal emotional language. 

In the light of these texts, it is unmistakable that Hopkins con- 
sistently views his rhythm as a rhythm derived not from any 
stresses, but from high stresses important to sense, from the 
strong stresses which arise in the normal rhythms of emotional 
prose. This picture coincides with the picture we have of the 
rhythm of Old English poetry. Further examination of the prac- 
tice of Hopkins and the Old English poets confirms this conclu- 
sion, showing, as we shall see, that the rhythms are identified 
with one another in a surprisingly intimate fashion. 

Juncture of Sense-Stress Units 

Whether we take a prose passage such as that from the Gettys- 
burg Address already used, or a passage of Old English poetry, 
or one of Hopkins’ sprung rhythm poems, it is noteworthy that 
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there is a great variation in the ways in which the sense units of 
the sort indicated articulate with one another. Although sense- 
stress verse seems to demand that the time intervals between 
stresses, generally speaking, be felt as being somewhat equal, the 
spacing of the slacks within these time intervals between the 
stresses will follow various arrangements, depending on the vary- 
ing amount of time required for the pronunciation of different 
syllables, natural pauses or rests in or between certain words or 
syllables, various ways of counterbalancing minor accents, and 
so on. Thus all sorts of rhythmic complications and syncopations 
can arise, like those of a very complicated and varied dance 
figure. 

For instance, longer units are enunciated relatively faster, and 
monosyllabic units are drawn out and perhaps receive compen- 
sating emphases, as in the arrangement of the Gettysburg Ad- 
dress passage, which may stand as a prose counterpart of Hop- 
kins’ poetry — 

Fourscore! and seven! years! ago! 

our I fathers I brought Iforth I 

or as in Hopkins’ Spelt from Sibyl’s Leaves (with scansion 
developed from Hopkins’ own incomplete marks) : 

Heart,! you rou 
night I whelms, 

end us. 

(I indicate here one possible resolution into sense-stress units, 
although, in view of the close interlocking of the units in actual 
rendition, the virgules dividing them off from one another are 
elsewhere in this paper usually omitted.) Moreover, the various 
internal movements of these sense units— rising, falling, rocking 
— are not leveled off into a simple one-two or one-two-three pat- 
tern, but all the natural variety of spoken utterance as such is 
incorporated into the verse movement. 


With:! (5url 


url evening! is over us; I our 


md me 


I right 


I whelms,! and I will 
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The intricate ballet is perhaps the best analogy. We could take 
as representing the sense-stress units small groups of individual 
steps ranging, let us say, from one to four (or more) steps each. 
The individual steps (in verse the stress and slacks) in these 
groups would be some longer, some shorter, and would represent 
in timing quarter, eighth, and sixteenth notes, for example; these 
would be arranged in various groupings, perhaps with some 
pauses included, and with a kind of ictus or principal step (cor- 
responding to the stress) placed within each group, but not 
necessarily always in the same position with regard to the other 
steps (slacks) in the group. These groups of steps, then, to form 
a complete ballet, would be woven together so as to engage with 
a rhythmic background. The principle would be, in general, to 
keep the ictuses (stresses) at rather equal distances, except when 
some special syncopation is desired, and to work the slacks in as 
they naturally fit best by making minute adjustments. Similarly, 
in verse the sense-stress units would be woven together across a 
rhythmic background, which would vary from poem to poem, 
being perhaps now a kind of 4/4 time, now 6/8, or again 
something like the free rhythm of plain chant (as, for instance, 
the opening line of The Leaden Echo and the Golden Echo). 

Normal pronunciation, which does not permit the complete 
equalization suggested by regular stress and slack alternation, 
does allow minor adjustments in accentuation and timing de- 
pending on the rhythmic context of the sense-stress units. This 
is plain in prose, where at one time a phrase will be pronounced 
one way and at another time another, the timing within a phrase 
being always somewhat ad libitum . When sense-stress units are 
woven into a rhythmic setting, these minor adjustments will be 
made according to the rhythmic background, but because they 
are adjustments of the usual sort, they will not destroy natural- 
ness of utterance. 

Here, of course, a given number of slacks between two stresses 
will not necessarily demand always the same pattern. Everything 
will depend on the timing which pronunciation demands. There 
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will be hovering on some syllables and complete rests here and 
there, such as normal enunciation sprinkles with great freedom 
all about our speech, as well as special adjustments in timing 
and accentuation which high feeling may demand. Some slacks 
will themselves receive various minor accents. (Professor Malone 
has commented on varying weights of stresses in Old English 
verse. 38 ) 

Thus, for instance, in the Spelt from Sibyl’s Leaves passage 
just scanned, the second syllable of evening would be a kind of 
grace note, as also might be the is, which yields to its common 
tendency to suppress its vowel. But the other slacks have more 
time and weight. Poems like The Windhover and\the Deutsch- 
land are full of examples of elaborate rhythmic variations/ of the 
sort described : ^ the syllables might be represented variously as 
something like quarter notes, eighth notes, sixteenths, grace 
notes, and there will be a variety of rests to correspond. J 

All this makes the organization of a line in this kind of rhythm 
a matter for delicate workmanship, as Hopkins was well aware. 
There must be accommodation to a marked rhythm without loss 
of the natural timing and stressing which words can demand. 
Indeed, the natural movements must be built up instead of de- 
emphasized. Speaking of the sprung rhythm pattern superim- 
posed on certain other verse patterns,' fflopkins observes that the 
beats of the sprung rhythm are “so subtly hung and distributed 
and balanced that scarcely any two are alike.” 24 ?This is indica- 
tive of his recognition of the rhythmic complication of which we 
have been speaking, as is also his remark, already cited, that a 


sonnet, Spelt from Sibyl’s Leaves most probably, “is most care- 
fully timed in tempo rubato” (B 246. Dec. 1 1, i886)^Robbed 
time,” with its reference to the lengthening of some notes at the 


expense of others, is an excellent label for the variegated and 
often syncopated effects resulting from the combination of pro- 


23 Malone, op . cit., pp. 74-80. 

24 N 236. For the superimposing of one rhythm on another, see the dis- 
cussion of counterpoint below, pp. 148 ff. 



124 IMMORTAL DIAMOND 

tracted sounds with shorter ones in the unlike groupings of sense- 
stress units.^} 

Of course, this kind of rhythmic complication, which can arise 
by virtue of the variable sense-stress units we have been consider- 
ing, is foreign to the simple throbbing of pure running rhythm. 
It demands sensitivities other than those demanded by running 
rhythm, a sense of complex timing. This, too, Hopkins was 
aware of. Because of Bridges 5 lack of this sense, Hopkins com- 
plains to him (B 81-82. May 26, 1879) : jj^Since the syllables 
in sprung rhythm are not counted, time or equality in strength 
is of more importance than in common counted rhythm, and 
your times or strengths do not seem to me equal enough.”^ 

In a letter to Dixon, Hopkins shows his feeling for his sprung 
verse as a product assembled out of units consisting of stresses with 
their adhering slacks. In this letter (D 22. Feb. 27, 1879), 
he speaks of “an easily felt principle of equal strengths 
which 


supposes not only that, speaking in the abstract, any accent is equal 
to any other (by accent I mean the accent of a word) but further that 
each accent may be considered to be accompanied by an equal quan- 
tity of slack or unaccented utterance, one, two, or more such un- 
accented syllables ; so that wherever there is an accent or stress, there 
there is also so much unaccentuation, so to speak, or slack, and this 
will give a foot or rhythmic unit, viz. a stress with its belonging slack. 
But now if this is so, since there are plenty of accented monosyllables, 
and those too immediately preceded and followed by the accents of 
other words, it will come about that a foot may consist of one syllable 
only and that one syllable has not only the stress of its accent but 
also the slack which another wd. throw on one or more additional 
syllables, though here that may perhaps be latent, as though the slack 
syllables had been absorbed. What I mean is clearest in an antithesis 
or parallelism, for there the contrast gives the counterparts equal 
stress; e.g. ‘sanguinary consequences, terrible butchery, frightful 
slaughter, fell swoop 5 : if these are taken as alternative expressions, 
then the total strength of sanguinary is no more than that of terrible 
or of frightful or of fell and so on of the substantives too. 
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In stating here, “by accent I mean the accent of a word,” Hop- 
kins shows clearly that he is not concerned with the alternating 
stress, which may in some words occur three or four times. 

I His marking of strong stresses, pauses, quivers or circum- 
frexions (one syllable read as two), syllables to be huddled to- 
gether, and so on, 25 are all attempts on Hopkins’ part to indicate 
by a notation not a strange manner of reading, but how the 
rhythmic adjustment actually works out in a heightened, feeling 
enunciation. The presence of such marks provides further evi- 
dence of the workings of the sense-stress economy we have been 
describing. ) 

A similar' organization seems to be quite evident throughout 
Old English measures, where the articulation of units in which 
the stress always followed the sense resulted in a verse which 
Professor Malone calls “an instrument subtle and sophisticated 
enough,” by reason of the fact that “systematic alternation of lift 
and drop was avoided, presumably because of the mechanical, 
monotonous rhythm which such an alternation all too often pro- 
duces.” 26 

( The question of the juncture of the sense-stress units with one 
another to form a complex whole goes to the very heart of sense- 
stress rhythm.; We are here in the realm of rhythmic complica- 
tion such as the simple throb of running rhythm does not know. 
But the detailed theorems according to which the articulation 
of the sense units with one another is carried out, although of 
capital importance for the complete understanding of sprung 
rhythm, would be too intricate to be worked out in the broad 
outline being sketched in this present study. It has seemed worth 
while to sketch the broad outline first, confining attention to 
the presence of the sense units themselves rather than looking to 
the more minute details of their organization. (But see the note 
on pp. 145-47 below.) 

25 See, for example, the facsimile of the Harry Ploughman autograph, 
B opposite p. 262; cf. Bridges’ remarks in Poems, p. 95. 

18 Malone, op. cit., p. 80. 
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Hovering Accents 

However, within the sense-stress units themselves, a special 
manifestation of rhythmic complication in Hopkins merits some 
special attention. (This is the effect achieved — again the closest 
analogy is perhaps dance movement — when two successive 
stresses are used almost as one prolonged stress. Often managed 
with the aid of a simple device /repetition of the vowel sound of 
the first stressed syllable in the second so as to minimize the syl- 
labic break ( beak-leaved or tool-smooth below), this quasi-pro- 
longation is rather distinctive of sprung rhythm, which here pro- 
ceeds with successive stresses, not after the manner of running 
rhythm^by reducing one equivalently to a slack, liquidating it 
within the fixed pattern(j)ut by balancing the two against one 
another so as to make of them a kind of one. The verse can 
often be read with two juxtaposed accents almost equal so as to 
constitute a single hovering stressJThus beak-leaved or tool- 
smooth or bleak light in Spelt from Sibyl's Leaves (the stress 
marks are mine) : 

Only the beak-leaved boughs dragonishl damask the 
tool-smooth bleak light; black, 

Ever so black on it. 


The reader of Hopkins will recognize this effect as very common. 
It is also perhaps a feature of Old English, as in the examples 
scanned by Schipper as Beowulf or hring-net , 27 So in The Sea- 
farer: 


sij?as secgan hu ic geswincd^gum . 28 

The use of such a hovering accent by Walt Whitman has been 
noted by Dr. Sculley Bradley . 29 It is significant that Hopkins con- 

27 Schipper, op. cit., p. 28. 

28 2, in The Exeter Book, ed. by George Philip Krapp and Elliot van Kirk 
Dobbie (“Anglo-Saxon Poetic Records,” III; New York: Columbia University 
Press, 1936), p. 143- 

29 “The Fundamental Metrical Principle in Whitman’s Poetry,” American 
Literature, X (1938-1939), PP- 437*439- 
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sidered Whitman’s verse “an irregular rhythmic prose” at times 
quite near highly wrought sprung rhythm (B 155, 157. Oct. 18, 
1882). 

Reversal of Movement 

It is in keeping with the principle of equal strengths that the 
units in a line of sense-stress verse need not all proceed in the 
same direction. Some may have the stress at their beginning, 
some at their end, some toward their center — all this without 
constituting exceptions to the movement, since this incorporates 
the units not as moving in any particular direction with alterna- 
tion of stress and slack, but simply as more or less equal weights, 
each with a stress as the core. The operation of this law has been 
seen in the scanned Gettysburg Address passage. The operation 
of the same law in Old English leads Schipper to classify Old 
English half-lines into ascending, descending, and ascending- 
descending, 30 and leads Professor Malone to note how the drops 
{senkungen, slacks) serve both to lead up to and to lead away 
from the lifts ( hebungen , stresses). 31 The same law is seen in 
operation in the passage just scanned from Spelt from Sibyl's 
Leaves , and can be observed throughout Hopkins’ sprung 
rhythm verse. And Hopkins’ own explicit statement of the law’s 
exerting its force in his sprung rhythm presents the clearest pos- 
sible evidence that he conceived this rhythm in terms of what 
we have described as sense-stress verse. Hopkins’ practice of 
scanning with the stress always first in the “foot” was a mere 
convenience, and Hopkins recognized it as such, 32 as he had also 
recognized his earlier practice of scanning with the stress last to 
be a mere convenience (D 40. Jan. 14, 1881) : 

though it is the virtue of sprung rhythm that it allows of “dochmiac” 
or “antispastic” effects or cadences, when the verse suddenly changes 
from a rising to a falling movement, and this too is strongly felt by 

*° Schipper, op. cit., p. 35. 

#1 Malone, op. cit., p. 80. 

** Author*i Preface, Poems, pp. 1-2, 3-4. 
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the ear, yet no account of it is taken in scanning and no irregularity 
caused, but the scansion always treated, conventionally and for sim- 
plicity, as rising. . . . Bridges in the preface to his last issue says 
something to the effect that all sorts of feet may follow one another, 
an anapaest a dactyl for instance . . . : so they may, if we look 
at the real nature of the verse; but for simplicity it is much better 
to recognize, in scanning this new rhythm, only one movement, either 
the rising (which I choose as being commonest in English verse) or 
the falling (which is perhaps better in itself), and always keep to 
that. 

Of course, the sense stress need not be always irregularly 
placed among the syllables. It may for special effects alternate 
with slacks quite regularly, as in the line from Spring and 
Fall which scans (my marks) : 

By and by, nor spare a sigh. 


Predilection for Antithesis 

From the complexity of rhythmic structure within each unit, 
it might be expected that the organization of sense-stress verse 
on the stanzaic level would remain relatively simple. In Old 
English it does. The patterns used here were regularly confined 
to antithetical or antiphonal arrangements of half-lines with two 
stresses in each, occasionally shrunk to one or extended to more 
than two stresses (Professor Malone notes many lines with three, 
five, six, or even seven)/ And among the many points of agree- 
ment of Hopkins 5 verse with Old English, none is more remark- 
able than the uncanny tendency to fall into similar half-line 
patterns, j 

Developing an intricacy of organization set deep within the 
economy of the language — the kind of “intricacy 55 found in villa- 
nelles and rondels only disgusted him, and “I wish we were rid of 
them, 55 he writes Bridges (B 277. May 25, 1888)— Hopkins 5 
sprung rhythm veers decidedly toward the Old English antiph- 
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onal movement: His discussion of parallelisms already noted 33 
has an obvious relation to this movement. Moreover, he delib- 
erately favors alexandrines in sonnets, 34 and his treatment of 
them there is telling. To what serves Mortal Beauty has the half- 
line breaks marked with a virgule. This shows Hopkins 5 tendency 
to use alexandrines for the precise reason that they break in the 
middle, and not in such a way as to conceal their tendency to do 
so, a tendency which indeed has bothered most poets. Similarly, 
the Moonrise fragment (No. 65) has its lines divided, as does 
That Nature Is a Heraclitean Fire. Spelt from Sibyl's Leaves , 
too, is divided into four-stress half-lines, which Hopkins would 
consider as alexandrines, since he held that in these latter “each 
half line is by nature a dimeter; two bars or four feet, of which 
commonly one foot is silent or lost at the pause 55 (B 212. Apr. 1, 
1885). Indeed, Hopkins 5 feeling for dimeters in alexandrines 
makes his alexandrine verse movement correspond more closely 
than ever to Old English, for it introduces an antiphonal move- 
ment into each half-line and eliminates from his alexandrines 
the three-beat unit which would be unusual in Old English as a 
fixed pattern. 

In accord with the general principle that the complexity of 
rhythmic structure within each unit of sense-stress verse calls for 
simplicity of stanzaic structure, we should expect something to 
happen if a complicated stanza form were attempted. So it does. 
Hopkins 5 most ambitious stanza form is the sonnet, and here it 
is that the dissolution into simpler half-line antithesis takes place. 

Hopkins himself supplies the obvious explanation of the im- 
pulse of sense-stress rhythm to develop antithetical movement 
when he explains to Dixon in the passage already cited above 
that the correspondence of units in this rhythm “is clearest in 
an antithesis or parallelism. 55 85 (His remarks on the four-beat 
line in common use in English, despite the promise of the sub- 

33 Sec p. 1 24 above. 

34 B pp. 157 (Oct. 18, 1882) ; 203 (Jan. 1, 1885) ; cf. 212 (Apr. 1, 1885) ; 
80 (Apr. 22, 1879) ; 93 (Oct. 8, 1879). 

38 D 22 (Feb. 27, 1879); »ce p. 124 above. 
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ject itself, yield little or nothing of value here — B 119-20. Jan. 
26, 1881.) 

Operation of the grammatical parallelisms to which Hopkins 
here refers is evident throughout Old English poetry. It can be 
seen for instance, in the last verses of The Wanderer , in the 
Riddles (for example, “The Nightingale”), or at the opening of 
The Seafarer: 

earfodhwile oft }?rowade 

bitre breostceare gebiden haebbe, 

gecunnad in ceole cearselda fela, 

dyde ic me to gomene, ganetes hleoJ>or 

ond huilpan sweg fore hleator wera, 

maew singende fore medodrince. 86 

Stretched Lines 

Even the rhythmical variations which Hopkins calls “hangers” 
&r “outrides” establish another rapport with Old English verse. 
Just as Old English admitted occasional “long lines” — lines with 
more than four stresses — so Hopkins occasionally stretches his 
lines with his “hangers” or “outrides,” which he describes as 
“one, two, or three slack syllables added to a foot and not count- 
ing in the nominal scanning,” so called “because they seem to 
hang below the line or ride forward or backward from it in 
another dimension than the line itself.”^jAt first Hopkins 
thought these could be used only in counterpointed rhythm (a 
mixture of common rhythm and sprung — B 45. Aug. 21, 1877), 
but he soon describes them as “natural to Sprung Rhythm.” 88 
The correspondence of hangers or outrides and the Old English 
long lines can, I think, be pushed closely only at the cost of great 
subtleties, but it is plain that both Hopkins and the Old English 

36 3“5> 20-22, The Exeter Book, pp. 1 43-144. 

37 Author’s Preface, Poems, pp. 4-5; cf. p. 107. For explanation of coun- 
terpoint, see below, pp. 148-150. 

38 Author’s Preface [written 1883], Poems, p. 4. 
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poets had here in common at least the practice of varying rhythm 
py lengthening verses. 

Hopkins’ lengthening also includes what he calls “burden 
lines.^yThus in Harry Ploughman: 

Back, elbow, and liquid waist 

In him, all quail to the wallowing o’ the plough; 

's cheek crimsons ; curls 

Wag or crossbridle, in a wind lifted, windlaced — 

See his wind- lilylocks -laced; 


The last line here is a “burden line, 5 ’ and indeed it appears from 
his marks in the manuscript reproduced in facsimile in the vol- 
ume of letters to Bridges (B opposite p. 262), that Hopkins 
perhaps even intended it as an outride, in which case ^Qutrides 
and burden lines would come to merge into one another, as they 
do at least in part in being both expansions or extensions for 
rhythmic effect.^ 

The extreme of psychological effectiveness in the use of line 
lengthening is found in The Leaden Echo and the Golden Echo , 
where the nervous protraction of the opening line dramatizes 
the drive of high emotion which will not be brooked: 


How to keep — is there any any, is there none such, nowhere 
known some, bow or brooch or braid or brace, lace, 
latch or catch or key to keep 

Back beauty, keep it, beauty, beauty, beauty, . . . from vanishing 
away? 


Hopkins nowhere does intelligible and intense feeling a greater 
service than when he defends here the choice and position of 
“Back” {Poems, p. 1 13) . 


Thunder, Echoes , and Chimes 

The economy of the rhythm we have been describing is hardly 
reducible to rules of thumb. However, since the reason for this 
is not that the rhythm is amorphous, but that it is alive and 
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flexible with the life of high perception and feeling— “stress is 
the life of it,” and this stress is the stress of dramatic interpre- 
tation — we can at least observe that^th^ economy of the rhythm 
demands the heightening of stress. Regarded in perspective with 
this fact, the alliteration and assonance, the partial rhymes and 
other echoes, the consonantal clangor— all the heavy arms with 
which Old English verse equipped itself and which are likewise 
present up and down Hopkins— these become understandable. 
The recurrence of these devices with the revival of Old English 
rhythms by Hopkins hints that the devices are not adventitious 
ornament in sense -stress verse. As a matter of fact, they are 
invaluable helps to the poet in bringing out what dramatic in- 
terpretation he wants (for dramatic interpretation, on which 
stress depends, is always somewhat ad libitum ), and in enabling 
him to build up the intensity of the stresses so that the pattern 
may be evident despite the variable and often large number of 
slacks between stresses. 

The working of these sounding devices is observable in any 
Old English poetry. The Seafarer opens: 

Maeg ic be me sylfum sodgied wrecan, 

si]?as secgan, hu ic geswincdagum 

earfodhwile oft hrowade 

bitre breostceare gebiden haebbe, 

gecunnad in ceole cearselda fela, 

atol yf?a gewealc. 89 

In the second half of the second line here, alliteration both cues 
in and builds up the stress on - swine -. The heavy consonantal 
load -ft hr- in the short half-line “oft hrowade” works to the 
same end : the echoes of the sounds amplify one another in the 
hearer’s ear. In brief, the more we allow the necessary mechanics 
of the language to operate here, the more the sense is clarified, 
the more the feeling mounts, the more marked the rhythmic 
movement becomes. Rhythm and interpretation interlock, and 

89 1-6, The Exeter Book, p. 143. 
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monotony is no danger because of the free-jointed movement of 
the verse loosed from syllabic count. 

Similar analyses can be repeated throughout Hopkins. We 
find in Harry Ploughman : 

Breathed round; the rack of ribs; the scooped flank; lank 
Rope-over thigh * 

This can be compared with a line such as this from the Old 
English Genesis, 

Abraegd 9a mid 9y bille, brynegield obhread, 40 

and there is found similai^alliteration, assonance, internal rhyme, 
all working to the same end of leading in with great force the 
sense-stressed syllables. \ 

This force, in Hopkins as in Old English, is cumulative. By 
the use of alliteration, partial rhyme, assonance, and consonantal 
bunching not only on the syllables with the sense emphasis but 
throughout the verse as well, the emphases of the sense stresses 
require a proportionately greater heightening so that often very 
heavy verse emerges, as in Harry Ploughman : 

In him, all quail to the wallowing o’ the plough; 

’s cheek crimsons; curls 

Wag or crossbridle 

The heavy consonantal load *s ch — , made heavier than usual 
by the elision, in combination with the long ee of cheek forces 
a very heavy stress onto the first syllable of crimsons because the 
sense demands that this latter word receive more emphasis than 
cheek} 1 So, for example, in the Old English Phoenix: 

Swa se gesselige 42 

40 Genesis 2932, in The Junius Manuscript , cd. by George Philip Krapp 
(“Anglo-Saxon Poetic Records,” I; New York: Columbia University Press, 
i 930 ,p. 86. 

41 See facsimile of autograph, B opposite p. 262. 

42 Phoenix, 350a, in The Old English Elene , Phoenix, and Physiologus, ed. 
by Albert Stanburrough Cook (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1919), 
p. 62. 
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the se receives some additional prominence because of an allit- 
eration with the preceding swa, but the second and third sylla- 
bles of gescelige must override the effect of this alliteration and 
hence demand relatively stronger stresses. 

Hopkins has drawn a red herring across hip own trail — not 
without effect — in his remark to Dixon that (the Deutschland 
uses “certain chimes suggested by the Welsh poetry^ he had been 
reading (D 15. Oct. 6, 1878). If this is taken to mean that the 
£ich texture^ of sound in Hopkins is a conscious importation 
which is not a growth integral to the management of the English 
verse he is writing, it is entirely misleading. For(it_is within his 
verse itself that the elaborate network of Hopkins’ sound effects 
gathers its strength and has its meaning^ Hopkins himself writes 
to Bridges that he got the chimes only “in part from the Welsh” 
(B 38. Apr. 3, 1877), and his mention of them to Dixon occurs 
while he is explaining how natural his new system is.^The Welsh 
influence undoubtedly helps account for the relatively richer 
chiming of Hopkins’ verse as against Old English, but beyond 
this it does not go^ 

The integrating value of assonance, alliteration, and the other 
sound equivalences comes home when one reads London Snow 
or the other poems done by Bridges in Hopkins’ “new rhythm” 
as Bridges conceived it. Examination of these poems shows how 
much the neglect of Hopkins’ rich overlaying of echo on echo 
results in the loss not of a grace but of the rhythm’s self. 43 

A more surprising, because an apparently less essential yet 
exact point of resemblance to Old English, is to be found in 
Hopkins’ theory that all vowels alliterate with one another. The 
agreement with Old English here is underlined by Hopkins’ 
firmness in holding to his theory — he argued it out with Pat- 
more — and his explicit statement concerning its origin (F 183— 
184. Nov. 7, 1883) : 

43 See Hopkins’ criticism of Bridges’ sprung rhythm, B 71 (Feb. 22, 1879) * 
81-82 (May 26, 1879) ; hi (Oct. 26, 1880) ; 122-123 (Feb. 5, 1881) ; F 187, 
to Patmore (Nov. 14, 1883). 
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I should like you to reconsider the matter of alliteration in vowels. 
To my ear no alliteration is more marked or more beautiful, and 
I used to take it for granted as an obvious fact that every initial 
vowel lettered to every other before ever I knew that anything of 
the sort was practiced in Anglo Saxon verse. I cannot agree that this 
alliteration is destroyed by using the same vowel. . . . How this 
alliteration arises is, I know, very hard to say, but to my ear there is 
no doubt about the fact. 

Schipper follows Sievers in explaining the alliteration of unlike 
vowels in Old English by supposing a glottal catch missing in 
Modem English, in which language, we are told “the harmony 
or consonance of the unlike vowels is hardly perceptible . . . 
and does not count as alliteration /* 44 This theory rests on the 
supposition that perception of “harmony or consonance of unlike 
vowels” is carried on independently of any particular artistic 
economy. But we are used to alliteration in a standard type of 
context where it is a grace. Do we know how to look for allitera- 
tion which is more integral to verse? What would it sound like 
if we heard it? In Hopkins’ case an ear attuned to modem verse 
organized like Old English is taken by the same resemblance in 
the current language which caught the ear of the Old English 
poet. 


Development , But No Shift in Direction 

Correspondences between Hopkins’ rhythms and Old English 
are remarkable enough so far, but they do not stop with the 
pointing of similarities, however remarkable these may be, for 
even the characteristic features of Hopkins’ verse which are riot 
found in Old English are, for the most part, explainable on the 
same grounds as the similarities themselves and operate in accord 
with them. This is to say, the same principle which we have 
been invoking to explain the characteristics of Old English and 
of Hopkins’ rhythms — the fact that both develop from interpre- 

44 Schipper, op . cit., p. 14 . 
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tive or sense stresses in the language —serves also to explain a 
great many of Hopkins 5 individual “peculiarities . 5 5 


Hopkins’ Rhymes 

With the odd petulancy which always pinches the genuine 
appreciation he has for Hopkins, Bridges objects to the latter’s 
rhymes. Now rhymes Old English verse had not used to any 
extent. Rhyme came into English when the Old English sense- 
stress verse was being displaced by running rhythm. Hence Hop- 
kins, in introducing rhyme into sense-stress verse, was transplant- 
ing it from the special culture in which it had grown to a new. 
The notion that this fact might to some extent change the ap- 
pearance and function of rhyme Bridges seems never to have 
entertained. He might have been helped to the notion by Hop- 
kins’ desire that his sprung rhythm poems be in most cases not 
broken at the end of lines, where the formal rhyming occurs, to 
the extent usual with poems in running rhythm , 45 as well as by 
the whole movement of Hopkins’ sprung rhythm verse. But 
Bridges — though we must not forget to remember him gratefully 
for his gift of Hopkins’ poems nor fail to appreciate his genuine 
affection for their author — seems indeed never to have kno\yn 
Hopkins’ verse in full movement . Aijp p ersistent stumbling over 
“exaggerated Marianism” or overcome perversion of human 
feeling, as, for instance the nostril’s relish of incense ‘along the 
sanctuary side’ ” (Bridges had his mind made up that emotion 
was forced if it ran in “theological or sectarian channels”), or 
his frequent detours around “unpoetic lines” and excursions 
after peccadillos for argument 46 — all this must have so mingled 
with annoyance his progress through any one of Hopkins’ poems 
that his powers of perception were seriously dissipatedJ^ 

Had Bridges’ perception been freer to operate, he might have 
observed that what happens in the rhyming of words at the end 

48 See B 86 (Aug. 14, 1879) J cf. D 40 (Jan. 14, 1881 ), and Author’s Pref- 
ee, Poems , p. 4. 

46 See Bridges’ notes in Poems, pp. 96-100. 
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of lines in Hopkins’ verse is, on the whole, not particularly re- 
markable within the great skeleton of internal rhyme, assonance, 
alliteration, and other sound echoings bracing the entire verse 
structure. Thus in a typical passage from Spelt from Sibyl’s 
Leaves, the end rhymes are only fuller developments continuous 
with effects built everywhere into the verse : 

Only the beak-leaved boughs dragonishl damask the tool-smooth 
bleak light; black, 

Ever so black on it. Our tale, O our oracle! i Let life, waned, 
ah let life wind 

Off her once skeined stained veined variety! upon, all on two 
spools; part, pen, pack 

Now her all in two flocks, two folds — black, white ;l right, wrong; 
reckon but, reck but, mind 

But these two; ware of a world where but these I two tell, each 
off the other; of a rack 

Where, selfwrung, selfstrung, sheathe- and shelterless,! thoughts 
against thoughts m groans grfnd. 

Moreover, sprung rhythm lines vary so much in syllabic length 
that it is most often impossible to anticipate the exact place of a 
rhyme’s occurrence: the rhyme loses inevitability, as, for instance, 
in the first four lines of The Windhover: 

I caught this morning morning’s minion, king- 
dom of daylight’s dauphin, dapple-dawn-drawn Fal- 
con, in his riding 

Of the rolling level underneath him steady air, and 
striding 

High there, how he rung upon the rein of a wimpling wing. 

This all means that the perfect chiming of endings is not so 
much demanded, for endings are not felt as belonging so closely 
to one another. 

In the light of this principle the consistency becomes apparent 
in (Hopkins’ frequent demand that sprung rhythm poems be 
read through with less break at the line endings than is the case 
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with running rhythm poems: “the scanning runs on without 
break from the beginning, say, of a stanza to the end and all 
the stanza is one long strain, though written in lines asunder.” 47 
The same principle explains the fact that (ibid.) 

it is natural in Sprung Rhythm for the lines to be rove over , that is 
for the scanning of each line immediately to take up that of the one 
before, so that if the first has one or more syllables at its end the 
other must have so many the less at its beginning. 

This means that Hopkins’ nominal scansion with stress first is 
preserved by considering slacks at the beginning of a line as 
going with the last stress of the preceding line and not being 
extra-metrical. 

The special applications of this principle to certain relatively 
swift four-beat measures (such as Spring and Fall) are too de- 
tailed for attention here . 48 

The nature of the sprung rhythm stress, which is “more of a 
stress,” and the whole economy of a verse which it dominates 
again provide the explanation and justification for rhymes such as 
eternal and burn all, or and some and handsome which nettle 
Bridges . 49 The same is true of rhymes which break words, such 
as king - ( king-dom ) and wing in the opening lines just quoted 
from The Windhover , and overbend us and an end , as - (an end, 
as-tray) in Spelt from SibyVs Leaves: 

Her fond yellow hornlight wound to the west, I her wild 
hollow hoarlight hung to the height 
Waste; her earliest stars, earl-stars, I stars principal over- 
bend us, 

Fire-featuring heaven. For earth! her being has unbound, 
her dapple is at an end, as- 
tray or aswarm, all through ther, in throngs;! self fn 
self steeped and pashed — quite 
Disremembering, dismembering I all now 

47 Poems, p. 4. 

48 B 120 (Jan. 26, 1881); see note at end of Part II (p. 145). 

40 Poems, p. 99. 
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Hopkins’ practices here are understandable when viewed in their 
relationship to all the parts of the closely geared machinery: line 
endings are less marked, exact rhyming has therefore less pur- 
pose, and the force of the stresses in a context already ringing 
with verbal echoes brings out resemblances which would be lost 
elsewhere. It is worth noting in this connection that Dr. Henry 
Lanz’s recent studies have shown how imperfect forms of rhyme 
work better where accent is heavy. 50 Russian, for instance, which 
shows on Dr. Lanz’s oscillograph records as a language of rela- 
tively intense explosive sounds, uses assonance where other lan- 
guages use rhyme. Plainly, there is a parallel here with the 
English verse which takes a markedly heavy stress. In keeping 
with such a fact, we find Hopkins, who despised eye-rhymes but 
not imperfect rhyme and assonance (N 244-248), insisting on 
the interpretive reading of his verse as the test for his rhyming. 
The kind of reading which sprung rhythm demands makes his 
rhymes work. “My rhymes,” he writes to Bridges, “are rigidly 
good — to the ear” (B 44. Aug. 21, 1877). And, discussing the 
matter later, he adds (B 180. May 1 1, 1883) : 

Some others again there are which malignity may munch at but 
the Muses love. To this class belongs what you quote. You will grant 
that there are things in verse which may be read right or wrong, 
which depend for their effect upon pronunciation. 

How badly Bridges failed to follow Hopkins in the latter’s dis- 
cerning sensitivity to sound is apparent when one compares 
Bridges’ remarks on Hopkins’ rhymes 51 with the discussion of 
rhyme in Hopkins’ lecture notes on rhetoric (N 244-248). 

Omission of the Relative 

\/ The place accorded dramatic stress in sprung rhythm likewise 
helps explain even such “peculiarities” as (the omission of the 

50 The Physical Basis of Rhyme (Stanford University, California: Stanford 
University Press, 1931), pp. 94-100. 

51 Poems, pp. 98-99. 
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relative pronouiyat which Bridges munches again, though this 
omission in Hopkins is rare enough to deserve little comment. 
Omission of the object relative pronoun is a common English 
practice : the man I saw , the room he lived in . But the omissions 
jn quest ion_arg_ of subject relatives: “O Hero [that] savest,” or 
“Squander the hell-rook ranks [that] sally to molest him.” 52 
Now, the speaking of the phrase “O Hero that savest” with" 
heavy stresses on the He - and sa- will show the tendency of the 
relative to disappear: it can, in feeling delivery, easily become 
“O Hero ’t savest,” and in the breaking of deep emotion drop 
altogether. Similarly with the other line Bridges quotes. 

Bridges’ explanation does Hopkins justice in stating that these 
omissions were not “carelessness in Gerard Hopkins,” but that 
Hopkins 

banished these purely constructional syllables from his verse because 
they took up room which he thought he could not afford them: he 
needed in his scheme all his space for his poetical wordsjand he 
wished those to cro>vd out every merely grammatical colourless or 
toneless element. 58 ^ 

Bridges’ use of the expression “poetical words” shows a mind 
veering far off the line of thought which holds that “the poetical 
language of an age shd. be the current language heightened.” 
We wonder how Bridges’ distinction between constructional and 
poetical would explain the stresses Hopkins often marks on 
prepositions. The distinction is, at best, pointless. ( Hopkins 
omitted relatives at times, not because they are not “poetical,” 
but because in language highly stressed and emotional they may 
really tend to be crowded out. This is “the current language 
heightened.”fHopkins’ building with dramatic stress (both lines 
quoted by Bridges are from sprung rhythm poems) explains his 
practice: he was carrying forward — how advisedly need not be 
argued here — a tendency which that stress creates. 

52 Poems, pp. 97-98. 

33 Poems, p. 97. 
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Unusual Sense Stresses 

The same emphasis on dramatic interpretation explains a 
practice of Hopkins to which little attention has been paid but 
to which attention will at some time surely be diverted.(This is 
his marking of stresses in places unusual for sense stresses) It is 
true that most of the instances of stress marks inserted by Hopkins 
in his poems are self-explanatory : the rhythm of sense-stress verse 
is not always unambiguous, and in places Hopkins wishes to 
indicate his preference for one interpretation over others which 
would be easily suggested and which would scan, too. Thus, in 
general, he marks the metrical stress, as he indicates at the foot 
of the Harry Ploughman manuscript, “in doubtful cases only” 
(B opposite p. 262). Often the mark indicates an interpretation 
dictated by unusual emotional pitch, as the stress on and in Spelt 
from Sibyl’s Leaves : 


. Heart, you round me right 

With : Our evening is over us ; our night whelms, whelms, 

and will end us. 

But an instance like this in the first line of Spring and Fall 
brings at first sight more difficulty : 

Margaret, are you grfeving 
Over Goldengrove unleaving? 

If this is sprung rhythm, how justify the stress on the last 
syllable of Margaret ? Does not theory here dissolve into a fiction? 
Sprung rhythm uses sense stresses, and is not the sense stress here 
on the first syllable of the name? Is it not true that the ordinary 
way of emphasizing a polysyllable is to stress the member with 
the principal accent? The ordinary way, yes; but not the only 
way. The answer here lies, I think, in the thoughtful deliberation 
which marks the emotion of this poem and which brings to the 
interpretation an unusual second heavy accent as the speaker 
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begins slowly and pensively. This second accent need not have 
the exact physical volume of the first, although it should be 
heightened psychologically at least. There is no need to explain 
this kind of enunciation in any other way than by noting its 
natural place in emotional speech. The touch here is exquisite. 
Other examples of a second metrical stress added by the feeling 
to a polysyllable may be found in Hopkins, for instance, in Spelt 
from Sibyl’s Leaves on dismembering (and disremimbering as 
well, though Hopkins has not made this explicit with stress 
marks, probably because the stresses are not juxtaposed) : 

For earth I her being has unbound, her 

dapple is at an end, as- 
tray or aswarm, all through ther, in throngs; I self m 

self steeped and pashcd — quite 
Disremembering, dismembering I all now. Heart, you 
round me right 

With: Our evening is over us; our night I whelms, whelms, 
and will end us. 

This is again “the current language heightened,” and other cases 
of unusual accent in Hopkins are explainable as being the same 
sort of thing. 

It is plain, then, that sense-stress rhythm, when it utilizes 
stresses which would ordinarily be only alternating stresses, does 
not do so without making them in context equivalently sense 
stresses. Thus in a line such as 

Over Goldengrove unleaving, 

where the stress of the sprung rhythm coincides exactly with the 
regular alternating stress and hence with a running rhythm, the 
line is read not as such lines are read in running rhythm, with 
the regular beat in the background, to be got away from as much 
as possible, but it is read with the stress heavy and prominent. 
The regularity of beat, which is not intrinsic to the rhythm, is 
simply explainable as arising from other sources, in the present 
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case perhaps the suggestion of the senseless back-and-forth mo- 
tions of a numbing grief and the measured sobs of the little Mar- 
garet. This regularity, which would become monotonous and 
shortly destroy altogether the feeling of a real sense stress, is 
lifted in the next line of the poem. 

Rhythm Which Is Feeling’s Self 

Finally, what has been said of the parts of Hopkins’ rhythm 
may be said of the whole, of the sweep and the ring which is its 
very self, 

the strong 

Spur, live and lancing like the blowpipe flame , 54 

which gives it life. For in the last analysis, the power driving this 
“line of masculine expression” is nothing other than the interpre- 
tive stress of the language assimilated in its full force, allowed its 
full play. The secret of this verse is that its rhythm thus bears up 
under the most emotional declamation. Hopkins’ intensity, his 
dramatic suppression of words, his telescoping of grammatical 
structure, are possible and are demanded because with them and 
in them the interpretive stress mounts in value, and thus the 
rhythm grows. In brief/ Hopkins’ language and structure are 
what they are because hisThythm can support the kind of feeling 
for which such language is a normal vehicle. He is “strange” 
only to those not used to this pitch of emotion in verse. His lan- 
guage and structure are genuine, are commonly found in extra- 
poetical emotional contexts, and arc foreign only to a “con- 
tinuous literary decorum.” 55 /They are “the current language 
heightened.” If they are'-more than some verse will stand, 
because this idiom reaches heights in its stresses and lows in its 
slacks which would entirely dismember the poetry of an Edmund 
Spenser, they are the concomitants of feeling which provide the 

84 “To R. B.,” Poms, p. 69. 

88 Bridget’ Note* in Poms, p. 96. 
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movement on which Hopkins’ rhythm thrives. Thus in the 
Deutschland (st. 7 & 8) : 

The dense and the driven Passion, and frightful sweat; 

Thence the discharge of it, there its swelling to be, 

Though felt before, though in high flood yet — 

What none would have known of it, only the heart, being hard at bay, 

Is out with it! Oh, 

We lash with the best or worst 
Word last! How a lush-kept plush-capped sloe 
Will, mouthed to flesh-burst, 

Gush! — flush the man, the being with it, sour or sweet, 

Brim, in a flash, full! 

If the poem calls for shouting, the shouting need not be kept 
imaginary for fear the beat of the rhythm will go. Shout, 
declaim, and you will only have thrust this rhythm home. So, 
too, if the shout should need to die to a whisper, as in Poem 
No. 71: 

Strike, churl; hurl, cheerless wind, then; heltering hail 
May’s beauty massacre and wisped wild clouds grow 
Out on the giant air; tell Summer No, 

Bid joy back, have at the harvest, keep Hope pale. 

Or there may be neither whisper nor declaim, but only a light 
passage in The Woodlark , with its bright rhythmic movements 
integral to entirely other feelings and tones : 

‘The blue wheat-acre is underneath 
And the braided ear breaks out of the sheath, 

The ear in milk, lush the sash, 

And crush-silk poppies aflash, 

The blood-gush blade-gash 
Flame-rash rudred 
Bud shelling or broad-shed 
Tatter-tassel-tangled and dingle-a-dangled 
Dandy-hung dainty head. 
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And down . . . the furrow dry 
Sunspurge and oxeye 
And lace-leaved lovely 
Foam- tuft fumitory 


Through the velvety wind V-winged 
To the nest’s nook I balance and buoy 
With a sweet joy of a sweet joy, 

Sweet, of a sweet, of a sweet joy 
Of a sweet — a sweet — sweet — joy.’ 

All this is the language of high feeling, and the rhythm. As 
Professor Malone has remarked of Old English/ this is “an 
instrument subtle and sophisticated enough.” And “stress is the 
life of it.” Hopkins, who had a knack for happy expressions, 
never hit upon a happier. “In sprung rhythm the stress is more 
of a stress. The key to the understanding of the movement of 
Hopkins 5 sprung rhythm verse is the recognition that this stress, 
unlike that of “common rhythm,” is not the stress which the 
mechanics of English make us want to put on every second or 
third syllable — though it may often coincide with this — but the 
stress of declaim, the stress of interpretation, the stress which 
grows from sense and feeling. On this stress the verse livesjl ^ 

Note . — Since the present study was written, the Kenyon 
Review for the summer of 1944 has appeared with four Hopkins 
anniversary essays, one of them an interesting study entitled 
“Sprung Rhythm,” by Harold Whitehall. Deriving from the 
theory which Professor William Ellery Leonard advanced some 
years ago for Old English and drawing on the work done in 
ballad measures by George R. Stewart, Jr. (I believe, although 
the reference, as it is given, is to a “G. B. Stewart”), the article 
advances the thesis that sprung rhythm is really a system of 
dipodies, feet conceived of as equivalents of musical 4/4 time. 
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In Parts II and III of the present study, I have attempted only 
to put sprung rhythm in a general rhythmic setting without 
going into details either in stress scansion or time equivalents. Dr. 
Whitehall is undoubtedly correct when he says that in treating 
stress independendy of time, English metrics has abstracted too 
far. Whether Hopkins’ time equivalences which I have con- 
sidered from the point of view of dramatic emphases, can be 
reduced in whole or in part to “dipodies” is worth consideration. 
There is evidence for it in Hopkins’ discussion of four-beat 
measures (B 1 19-120. Jan. 27, 1881 ) as well as in the apparent 
movement of many of his poems, and in his tendencies to binary 
development to which I have drawn attention. 

But there is much evidence against it. It is hard to believe 
with Dr. Whitehall that sonnets like Carrion Comfort are really 
to be read in lines of four units and that the five-stress reading 
which Hopkins commonly intended for sonnets not in halved 
six-stress or eight-stress lines is therefore spurious. Other places, 
for example, in St. Winef red’s Well and The Leaden Echo and 
the Golden Echo seem to resist fiercely any Procrustean tailoring. 
And how are we to get stanzas 29 and 31 and 35 of the Deutsch- 
land to lie down in the same dipodic bed? 

Moreover, if Hopkins’ sprung rhythm is always dipodic, the 
counterpoint in running rhythm must be dipodic, too, for by 
sprung rhythm Hopkins meant the kind of rhythm found in this 
counterpoint (D 15. Oct. 6, 1878; Poems , p. 5). Can we hear 
dipodic rhythms over Milton’s pentameters listed by Hopkins? 
Again, how is it that the rhythm of ordinary speech must be 
dipodic? For it, too, is a sprung rhythm (Poems, p. 5) . The very 
fact that Hopkins found sprung rhythm in Old English is at best 
an equivocal argument for the dipodic theory since it is exceed- 
ingly doubtful that Hopkins read Old English poetry in a rhythm 
not formally proposed for it until well within the twentieth 
century. 

Hopkins’ description of the way he wants his verse read 
(B 246. Dec. 11, 1886) confirms his awareness of the value of 
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time in rhythm, but does not help in the reduction of all sprung 
rhythm time to dipodies. 

The difficulty, which we must honestly face, is that in the 
manifold of sound which is speech, there are many patterns. 
Sometimes a simple one is obviously emphasized. But at other 
times more subtle patterns exist. Such patterns may tend to dis- 
solve into simple patterns even when this dissolution is not 
desired or desirable. Piano players know how triplets intended 
to equal together the time of a quarter note will, if one is not 
careful, dissolve into an eighth and two sixteenth notes. The 
Kyrie of the ordinary Gregorian Requiem Mass all too easily 
slips into the 6/8 time to which a poor performance distorts it. 
If we hold a frame of fours in our mind, a set of “dipodies,” we 
can find ourselves slipping all sorts of movements into it. 

There remains, however, the possibility of some kind of corre- 
lation between a dipodic movement, a hypothetical basic time 
pattern against which normal irregular English speech rhythms 
have their being, the counterpoint on ordinary English running 
rhythm, and the peculiar effects of Hopkins’ sprung rhythm, 
including the relation of his stresses to sense and his picturing 
of reversed feet as part of the real movement of verse {Poems, 
p. 1 ) . Is what I have called sense-stressing a syncopation of, a 
kind of compromise with, a basic rhythm represented in another 
way by alternating stress? These questions, involving the greatest 
psychological subtleties, are not easy to answer. Further study is 
still needed. 


Ill 

NOT BIRTH, BUT RESURRECTION 

j 

With the knowledge, then, that Hopkins’ sprung rhythm is a 
rhythm built out of the dramatic or interpredHbr sense stresses 
of the language, a rhythm the units of whi^^Je sense stresses 
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each with its belonging slacks, and with the understanding that 
the “peculiarities” of Hopkins— his lines weighted with allitera- 
tion, assonance and other retentissement , his tendencies toward 
antithetical verse movement, his use of rhyme, the very sweep 
and lancing of his verse, “the roll, the rise, the carol, the crea- 
tion,” even to his variations of meter by “outrides” or “hangers” 
or by burden lines— with the understanding that all this is not 
mere ornament here but the stuff which “gathers to a greatness” 
to form the substance, the organism, the essential machinery and 
the accomplishment of a delicately adjusted rhythmic mechan- 
ism, just as phenomena of the same order had gathered to form 
the early sense-stress verse of Old English— with this understand- 
ing we return to the earlier question, What did Hopkins find? 
It is not enough to say that he found the kind of basis for rhythm 
that Old English had used, for this does not give all the creden- 
tials of his rhythm. To be understood, Hopkins’ discovery must 
be seen in its relation to conditions in his own time, which them- 
selves are only understandable as the live ends, the wave front, 
of a long past. 

As a matter of fact, the rhythm which Hopkins found has a 
history in verse which is not restricted to Old English. (Since it 
is plainly always bound close to English prose, from its history 
in this medium we prescind.) 

Two Rhythms at Once : Counterpoint 

Since running rhythm and sprung rhythm are concerned with 
different elements in the language, there is the interesting chance 
that they may coexist in one piece of verse. Verse with both 
rhythms would be such that we could attend now to one rhythm, 
now to another. Early in his discussions of sprung rhythm Hop- 
kins pointed out instances of the coexistence of the two move- 
ments, calling the verse which employs both at once by the for- 
tunate name of “counterpoint” verse. Counterpoint, he says 
arises in running rhythm with the reversal of “two feet running, 
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especially so as to include the sensitive second foot.” 56 Thus 
it arises in a line such as 



cited by Hopkins from Milton . 57 ) 

Here the variations which the running rhythm allows can be 
taken as setting up a pattern of their own. Moreover, they are 
rooted in the sense stress. If such patterns based on this irregularly 
placed stress existed by themselves, that is, if only the kind of 
rhythm which is here called the reversed rhythm were heard, we 
should have sprung rhythm. 

In a passage redolent of Hopkins down to details of diction, 
Bridges notes in Milton's Prosody the confusion possible when 
the two kinds of verse concur. The system of counting only 
stresses to the neglect of syllabic enumeration 

is a perfectly different system from that which counts the syllables. 
It seems also the most natural to our language; and I think that the 
cause of this distinction not being recognized is the fact that stress 
cannot be excluded from consideration even in verse that depends 
primarily on the number of syllables. The two systems are mixed in 
our tradition . . . But if once the notion be got rid of that you 
must have so many syllables in a line to make a verse, or must ac- 
count for the supernumerary ones in some such manner as the 
Greeks or Latins would have done, then the stress will declare its 
supremacy; which, as may be seen in Shakespeare and Milton, it 
is burning to do . 58 

56 Author’s Preface, Poems , p. 3; cf. D 15 (Oct. 6, 1878). 

57 N 241 ; D 15 (Oct. 6, 1878), where a note gives the reference Paradise 
Regained, iv, 639. The scansion marks here are mine, but are based on 
Hopkins’. 

58 (Oxford: Henry Frowde, 1901: in the same volume with Classical 
Meters in English Verse by William Johnson Stone), pp. 72-73. Hopkins’ 
diction is repeated by Bridges, perhaps unconsciously: Hopkins had written to 
Bridges that if earlier poets had known of sprung rhythm, “they would have 
used it. Many people, as we say, have been € burning / but they all missed it.” — 
B 156 (Oct. 18, 1882) ; italics mine. 
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Bridges does not discuss his pure-stress verse here precisely in 
terms of sense stress. If he had, it would be plain that the per- 
sistent absorption of sense stress by the alternating stress of 
English explains the confusion which he decries : sense-stress verse 
and alternating-stress verse are always alike and never quite the 
same. 

Hopkins calk attention to the fact that a second or counter- 
pointed rhythm can arise in running rhythm but not in sprung. 69 
The reason is plain. The sprung-rhythm pattern is based on the 
sense stress. But the real or basic running-rhythm pattern, while 
not based on the sense stress, always includes it, never runs 
counter to it. Hence, reversak of stresses and slacks which make 
a counterpointed rhythm can arise only when a regularly alter- 
nating basic pattern k imported to a given line from the other 
lines of the poem. The sprung-rhythm pattern k never fixed 
enough for this, and such importation can therefore only be 
accomplished in a poem the basic rhythm of which k the run- 
ning rhythm. 

Now all this could be mere drumming at the higher poetical 
mathematics were not the roots of Hopkins’ rhythm struck so 
deep into the language. As it is, the principle of counterpoint 
opens English poetry along its center and from end to end. 

Hopkins had no idea how far this was true. By academic pro- 
fession a Greek scholar who disclaimed wide reading in English 
literature (D 87. Oct. 29, 1881), he knew English poetry only 
as confined pretty closely to the recognized authors, who, for 
reasons to be noted later, were preckely the ones least likely to 
exhibit strong counterpoint. 

Middle-English Survivals of Sense Stress 

Sense-stress rhythm did not disappear from English with the 
advent of the Normans. Thk k a well known fact. The first 
volume of Saintsbury’s History of English Prosody turns on a dis- 

59 B 45 (Aug. ai, 1877) ; Author’s Preface, Poems , p. 4. 
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cussion of the persistence of the Old English rhythm within the 
later running rhythm which spread through English from 
Medieval Latin, French, and, later, Italian grafts. This per- 
sistence is not merely a matter of isolated poems such as Sir 
Gawain and the Green Knight, here and there reverting con- 
sciously to the old forms. It enters far deeper into rhythmic 
perception than that. Hopkins’ guess that Chaucer “properly 
read is heavier stressed than we think” (D 78. Oct. 23-25, 1881 ) 
has been substantiated by the conclusions of the late Professor 
Manly and Miss Rickert, which help relate the movement of 
Chaucer’s verse to the “rough,” heavy sense-stress rhythms of 
Old English. “It is still uncertain,” they conclude in the eight- 
volume collation of the Canterbury Tales manuscripts, 

whether Chaucer’s versification should always have the regularity 
assumed for it by the scholars of the late 19 C. . . . Current theories 
of Chaucer’s versification are based, not upon the text as found in the 
MSS, or as established by critical processes, but upon an artificial 
text made regular by all the devices at the disposal of the scholar. 60 

The line, for instance, which is usually given as 

Hath in the Ram his halve cours yronne 

should be deprived of the smoothing final e so as to read, 

Hath in the Ram his half cours yronne, 61 

in which one observes a movement remarkably like an Old 
English line: 

Jffathlin the i?am| his Aalf cours! yronne.l 

The alliteration in evidence in this line is too common in Chaucer 
and, as we shall see, in later poets to be dismissed as coincidence. 

60 John M. Manly and Edith Rickert, The Text of the Canterbury Tales 
(Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1940), II, 40-41. 
ei Ill, 3 ; the line is from the Prologue. 
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Renaissance Survivals 


To omit the century following Chaucer’s death, when the 
force of Old English rhythms is heard on every side, in the early 
sixteenth century Bishop Gavin Douglas’ translation of the 
Aeneid overlays the decasyllabic running rhythm, which it seems 
to follow, with an unmistakable heavy sense-stress pattern, com- 
plete with the alliteration, consonantal weighting, and complex 
echoings of sound which help constitute sense-stress rhythm. If 
one halves its lines, the verse becomes practically indistinguish- 
able from Old English in rhythm: 


And alllin vanel 
Anc 61ust£randl/?ub,l 
Ganelour the fofrschipl 


thus quhile Eneaslcarpitj 
out fra the northtlfcrayingl 
in the bak sailldyng.l 


He ich as ane hi\\ the law of watter brak, 

And in ane heip come on thamc with 5nc swak. 

Some hesit /zoverand on the wallis ftycht, 

And mm the sownchand see so /aw gart /ycht, 

Thame semit the erd oppimt amyd the flude; 

The Jtowr wp bullerit jand as it were wuid. 02 

In this same period, Skelton’s typical short lines, his “ragged 
rhymes,” are largely sense-stress, often again developing the 
usual alliteration: 

It was so pretty la foie I 
It would ration a jtolel 
And lernedlafter mv mholel 
For to Aepelhis out/ 

With, Phyll*p,l &eep your out! 63 

62 The First Buik Eneados , 6-18, in The Poetical Works of Gavin Douglas, 
Bishop of Dunkeld , cd. by John Small (Edinburgh: William Paterson, 1874), 
II, 28. 

83 The Poetical Works of John Skelton , ed. by Alexander Dyce (London: 
Thomas Rodd, 1843), I, 54. Italics mine. 
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It will be seen that these skeltonics, from Phyllyp Sparrowe, in- 
clude a rhythm like the Old English antithesis, each line here 
being equivalent to an Old English half-line. Skelton’s Speke 
Parrot is even more markedly counterpointed with sense stress. 
The declaim is evident in this heated diatribe against Wolsey, and 
the sense-stress pattern has the common tendency to move in 
fours. Breaking the lines like Old English, we get : 


So myche raggyd ryghte 
So rygorous revelyng 
So bold and so braggyng, 

So lordlye of his lokes 
So fatte a magott, bred 

Was nevyr suche a ffylty gorgon, 
Syns Dewcalyons flodde, 


of a rammes home; 
in a prelate specially 
and was so basely born; 
and so dysdayneslye; 
of a flesshe flye; 

nor such an epycure, 
I make the faste and sure . 64 


The alliteration cannot be missed. 

Analysis of the verse of the period of Wyatt and Surrey shows 
how firmly the Old English half-line held the language even 
when a conscious attempt was made to establish the syllabic 
count imported from Latin sources. Thus in a sonnet attributed 
to Surrey or Vaux, a marked sense-stress pattern, alliteration and 
all, overlays the running rhythm; and the lines can easily be 
broken to bare the sense-stress movement: 


BrittlelfceautieJ that nature Imade so frail, 

Where&f the gift lis small,! and short Ithe season,! 

Flowring today, to morowe apt to /aile, 

Tickell treasure, abhorred of reason, 

Daungerous to dele with, uaine, of none auail, 


Costly in taping, 
.Slipper in sliding 
Harde to attaine, 
It wel of ieopardy 
False and vnfrue, 
Fnmy to youth : 


past not worthe two peason, 
as is an eles taile, 
once gotten not geason, 
that perill dothe assaile, 
enficed oft to treason, 
that most may I bewaile. 


04 Ibid., II, 24. 
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Ah bitter swete infecting as the poyson, 

Thou /arest as /ruit that with the /lost is taken : 

To day redy ripe, to morow all to shaken. 65 

There is not this much alliteration in most of Wyatt and Surrey, 
but there is enough, and enough out-and-out antithetical move- 
ment to point to part of the answer to the question which has 
persistently troubled metrists: What were Wyatt and Surrey try- 
ing to do? 


Elizabethan Drama , the Great Reservoir 

It is not strange that the movement of a rhythm based on the 
declamatory stress should be most effectively preserved on the 
Elizabethan stage. For, to say the truth, it is practically impos- 
sible for running rhythm to be recognized if blank verse is 
declaimed as the sense demands. Whatever Elizabethan and 
Jacobean convention may have been, when the sense is given full 
play in Shakespeare’s blank verse, the rhythm becomes indistin- 
guishable in kind from the rhythm of Shakespeare’s high stage 
prose. The same is true of Fletcher, Webster, and the rest. Hop- 
kins, indeed, mentions a playwright, Greece, as the last to use 
sprung rhythm consistently, but the other playwrights, with the 
exception of Shakespeare, he gives little evidence of having read : 
concerning Marlowe’s works, he writes Bridges, “I could flog 
myself for being so ignorant” (B 227. Oct. 2, 1886). 

To confine illustration, for brevity, to one dramatist, Shake- 
speare is full to bursting with sense-stress movements, often cued 

65 “The Frailtie and Hurtfulnes of Beauty/’ Songes and Sonnettes (Tottel's 
Miscellany ), ed. by Edward Arber (London: 1870), p. 10. Italics mine. It 
has been the fashion to dismiss such verse as this as being merely crude and 
stumbling, on the assumption that Wyatt, Surrey, and others must have been 
trying to write syllabic-count verse. Since the original draft of this present 
study, D. W. Harding has ably contested this assumption in “The Rhythmical 
Intention in Wyatt’s Poetry,” Scrutiny , XIV (1946), 90-102. He finds that 
often Wyatt “positively chose the pausing line composed of dissimilar 
rhythmical units” and believes it an untenable theory which would hold that 
Wyatt’s was only a stumbling performance (p. 99). 



HOPKINS’ SPRUNG RHYTHM 


155 

in with alliteration and other sound echoes, even in his early 
plays. The Comedy of Errors yields many passages such as this; 
which can be arranged like Old English by halving the lines : 

And piteous /Gainings of the pretty babes, 

That mourn’d for /ashion, ignorant what to /ear. 

Forced me to seek delays for them and me. 

And this it was, for other means was none : 

The sailors nought for safety by our boat. 6 * 


But the later plays are even richer in examples; such as: 


Low-crooked I 


curt siesi 


and baselspaniel-f&wning, 67 


Or 

Th£ weariest land most /oath£dl worldly I life I 

Th&t ogejochel penury,! and impns&nmenti 
Can laylfin natfirel 68 

In many passages, the running decasyllabic rhythm is almost 
completely concealed under the sense-stress movement, which is 
loaded with echoes: 


v Gone already! 

/nch-thick, kncc-dccp 6’er head and cars a fork’d one! 

GS, play, bSy, play: thy mother plays, and I 

Ploy too; bfit so disgraced a part, whose zmle 

ill hiw me to my grave:. contempt and clamour 

Will be my knell. Go, play, boy, play 6V 

Prosodists have frequendy called attention to the tendency of 
modem English decasyllabics to use lines with three or four real 
stresses. 70 Indeed, it seems altogether likely that its ability to take 

66 I> h 73-77, Works, I, 6. Italics mine. 

67 Julius Caesar, III, i, 43, ibid., XXIX, 58. 

** Measure for Measure, III, i, 130-132, ibid., XII, 63. Italics mine. 

m The Winter's Tale, I, ii, 185-190, ibid., XV, 15. Italics mine. 

70 See, for instance, Pauli F. Baum, “The Character of Anglo-Saxon 
Vene,” Modem Philology, XXVIII (1930-31), 155; or Geoffrey Tillotson, 
On the Poetry of Pope (Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 1938), p. 125. 
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on the sense stress movements inherent in the language since Old 
English is one of the principal reasons for the success of heroic 
blank verse. Passages such as these last need not be here multi- 
plied from Shakespeare or the other dramatists, for, especially 
in the most feeling passages, they are easy enough to find. 


In the Dramatic Tradition: Wit Poetry 

Now the strange fertility of Elizabethan drama seems largely 
attributable to the fact that keeping contact with it meant keep- 
ing contact with heavily counterpointed verse. The debt which 
the metaphysical poets, particularly, owe the drama is definitely 
connected with the survival of sense stress rhythms. Terence 
Heywood has observed that 

masculinity and ruggedness were, as we know, a special cult of the 
metaphysicals. It is probable that Hopkins would not have considered 
Dryden “the most masculine of our poets” had he known Donne. . . . 
To me it seems certain, though I know that some still doubt it, that 
Donne and many of his followers were striving for a natural speech- 
rhythm in English poetry . 71 

It would perhaps be helpful to emphasize that Donne and his 
followers, as well as Jonson and his — and from these two foun- 
tainheads the stream of wit flows — had not lost contact with a 
natural speech rhythm, that their verse perpetuated the sense- 
stress design which, without perhaps being fully conscious of the 
fact, they had inherited from the first poets of the language. 

It is certainly more than a coincidence that almost universally 
the lyrics of the metaphysicals, or, more inclusively, the wit poets, 
do not meditate but talk. They fall naturally into the tones 
familiar on the stage, where one character is addressing another. 

71 “Gerard Manley Hopkins: His Literary Ancestry,” English , III (Spring, 
1940), P* 20 - Cf. R. W. Short, “The Metrical Theory and Practice of Thomas 
Campion,” PMLA, LIX (1944), 1003-1018. This article discusses the great 
irregularity in the number and position of accents together with the connec- 
tions of Campion’s rhythm with music. 
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This inspiration is observable in the titles typical of Jonson’s lyric 
pieces: To Dr. Donne or To My Mere English Censurer or To 
My Booke-seller , which last, for example, begins with the char- 
acteristic conversational tone: 

Thou that mak’st gaine thy end, and wisely well 
CaH’st a booke good, or bad, as it doth sell, 

Use mine so, too: I give thee leave 72 

Sometimes the dialogue is with the audience, as in Her Triumph 
from A Celebration of Charis in Ten Lyrick Pieces , which opens, 
“See the chariot at hand here of Love . 55 78 Even Jonson’s epi- 
taphs, like his famous songs such a s To Celia , preserve stage 
presence and address. 

This same attitude carries over into the poetry of the Sons of 
Ben. Thus Herrick’s Corinna’s Going a-Maying is spoken directly 
to Corinna and echoes Jonson’s brusque vigor: 

There’s not a budding Boy, or Girle, this day, 

But is got up, and gone to bring in May. 

A deale of Youth, ere this, is come 
Back, and with White-thorn lade*n home . 74 

It is evident from the way he turns into his last stanza that 
Carew’s elegy, Maria Wentworth , is conceived in his mind as a 
direct address; the last line slips pretty much from the running 
rhythm pattern and at the same time turns to echoing: 

Learn from hence, Reader, what small trust 
We owe this world, where virtue must, 

Frail as our /lesh, crumble to dust . 75 

72 The Poems of Ben Jonson , ed. by Bernard H. Newdigate (Oxford: The 
Shakespeare Head Press, 1936), p. 3. 

73 Ibid., p. 9 1 . 

74 The Poetical Works of Robert Herrick , ed. by F. W. Moorman (Oxford: 
The Clarendon Press, 1915), p. 69. 

76 Poems of Thomas Carew, ed. by Arthur Vincent (London: George 
Routledge and Sons [no date]), p. 79. Italics mine. 
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So, too, George Herbert writes with a sense of declaim and a 
quite loose alternating-stress movement even in such a poem as 
The Collar > where meditation sends him not into a reverie but 
into the heart of a dispute: 

I struck the board and cry’d, “No more! 

I will abroad.” 

What, shall I ever sigh and pine? 

My lines and life are free; free as the road 
Loose as the winde, as large as store. 

Shall I be still in suit? 76 


And Donne, though neither a dramatist nor a Son of Ben, is 
almost invariably in his lyric pieces talking to someone, while 
counterpoint grows unmistakably. The Computation ends (I 
halve the lines) : 


Yet call not this long life; 

Am, by bemg dead, fmmortall; 

And in Love's Alchemy: 

Some that have deeper digg’d 


But thmke that I 
Can ghosts die? 77 


loves Myne the x n I 


But should I love, get, tell, till I were old . 78 

The poetry of wit, with its tone of direct address, is the prin- 
cipal non-dramatic vehicle in which the sense stress rhythms of 
the language are carried on. The habit of direct address moves 
forward to Pope, whom Frank R. Leavis has discerningly 
identified as the last of the line maintaining connections with 
Jonson or Donne . 79 Pope does not uniformly use the tone — for 
instance, in the romantic pieces such as Eloisa to Abelard it is 

78 The Complete Works of George Herbert, cd. by Alexander B. Grosart 
(“The Fuller Worthies’ Library”; London: private printing, 1874), I, 175. 

77 The Poems of John Donne, ed. by Herbert J. C. Grierson (Oxford: The 
Clarendon Press, 1 91 2-1 915), I, 69. 

78 Ibid., p. 39. 

79 Revaluation (London: Chatto and Windus, 1936), pp. 71, 91. 
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missing — but in his better pieces he does: the Epistle to Dr, 
Arbuthnot opens with 

Shut, shut, the door, good John! fatigued I said: 

Tic up the knocker; sly I’m sick, I’m dead . 80 

Pope is still able to utilize the variegated speech rhythms of the 
language for poetical purposes, but in this he stands apart from 
nearly all his contemporaries. 

Spenserian: The Other Tradition 

For another line of poets had learned other manners. Within a 
rhythmic tradition such as that which was carried from Old 
English into Elizabethan times, it was natural for his contempo- 
raries to single out Spenser as “the new poet.” For into the tradi- 
tion Edmund Spenser hardly fits. Something might be done to 
introduce him in part into the tradition on the score of “Febru- 
arie” and “Maye” in The Shepheardes Calender , although this 
is uncertain, but all the important rhythmic achievements of this 
poet tend to divert English verse into pure running-rhythm chan- 
nels with no sense-stress tributaries. 

We are so close to the Spenserian tradition even yet that it is 
difficult to realize the extent of the revolution Spenser effected. 
His full influence in establishing the eighteenth- and nineteenth- 
century feeling for a “continuous literary decorum,” which so 
easily associated itself with the quiet throbbing of the smooth 
alternating-stress verse he perfected, is only beginning to be 
recognized as comparable to that of his greater disciple Milton, 
for whom he had everywhere paved the way. Saintsbury was not 
only making a supposition common in his day, but he was calling 
attention to a fact when he said that Spenser was the Joshua who 
brought English prosody into its promised measure and rhyme . 81 

80 The Works of Alexander Pope , ed. by Whitwcll Elwin and William 
John Courthope (London: John Murray, 1871-1889), III [241]. 

81 George Saintsbury, A History of English Prosody (London: Macmillan 
and Co., 1906-1910), I, 351. 
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Saintsbury’s supposition would find little support now: that 
Spenser’s achievement was inevitably progress is at best a gratui- 
tous assumption. But the importance Saintsbury assigns to Spen- 
ser is not exaggerated. To appreciate the revolutionary effect 
of Spenser’s verse, we need only look to the diffidence of Eliza- 
bethan prosodists toward the “feet” which become the stock in 
trade of prosody in the late Spenserian tradition we have known. 
And to see the extent of his influence long after his death, we 
can recall that all the poets disapproved of by the eighteenth 
century, and by the nineteenth following its lead, have uniformly 
been those who are outside the Spenserian tradition. Generally 
speaking, to the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries rhythmic 
crudity was equivalent to non-Spenserian verse movement. It is 
significant that eighteenth-century prosody outlaws allitera- 
tion . 82 

It is a simple fact that the smooth Spenserian rhythms cannot 
stand much sense interpretation or declaim. But no need for 
declaim was felt by the Augustans. The demand was for a stand- 
ard currency, a guaranteed emotional tender insured against 
inflation. Since it provided this, the Spenserian tradition cannot 
be said to have achieved nothing : it does one of the things which 
poetry can do. And yet the reduction of all poetry to this sort of 
thing was bound to be disastrous. This reduction forms one 
facet of the “dissociation of sensibility” which T. S. Eliot 
has described 83 and which took place when Spenser’s influence 
was in the ascendency. Here, indeed, the language was developed 
(along a simple enough line), but the feeling became more and 
more vulgarized as it became more and more standard, less re- 
sponsive to its object, for no matter what their object, all vehicles 
had to follow the same road, not because it reached the destina- 
tion, but because it was smooth. Of course, this road runs out 
in album verse and poetry as a “polite accomplishment.” More- 

B *Ibid. f III, 541. 

83 “The Metaphysical P^ets,” Selected Essays , 1917-1932 (New York: 
Harcourt, Brace and Co., 1932), p. 247. 
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over, this is the road which leads verse off the English stage: as 
verse in general loses ability to declaim, the age of prose drama 
is ushered in. 

It is difficult not to believe that the taste for smoothness which 
remained an accepted touchstone of good English poetry from 
Dryden’s day, when Mr. Waller had only lately improved our 
numbers, till some time around the turn of the present century, is 
intimately associated with the whole intellectual milieu of this 
period. In this bright and shining world of a successful New- 
tonian physics, a Cartesian mathematical solvent for all reality, 
and a naive materialism, there is something which inevitably 
gave body to a “continuous literary decorum.” Like the decimal 
measurement systems, Spenserian smoothness represented great 
achievement to the enlightened mind. 

The effects of Spenser’s canonization persist on all sides in 
Hopkins’ age. They appear in the fact, already mentioned above, 
that Hopkins, reading the English poetry ordinarily read in his 
day, never came across the greater bulk of the poetry which 
would have interested him most, as the natural antecedent of his 
own. They are manifest in Saintsbury, who, proclaiming in his 
History of English Prosody , “It is the ‘Progress of Prosody’ which 
the present writer, not being able to ‘sing,’ is ambitious to 
‘say,’ ” 84 considers it a foregone conclusion that in the march of 
progress, Spenser is the Joshua. The same tradition accounts for 
the judgments of a Sir Sidney Lee in the Dictionary of National 
Biography. Without a glance aside at Gavin Douglas or Skelton, 
Sir Sidney hits with predictable accuracy on Sackville’s Induction 
as the greatest poem between Chaucer and Spenser. It “has no 
rival.” 85 The reason is not hard to find : it is almost the only 
thing like Spenser until Spenser himself. 

Other evidence is available in the development of the lyric. In 
the Spenserian tradition, the lyric of Jonson and Donne, which 

84 II, 26. 

85 Dictionary of National Biography , cd. by Leslie Stephen and Sidney 
Lee, XVIII (London: Oxford University Press, 1921-22), 586. 
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had built on the strength of declamatory stress a strong idiom of 
counterpoint now regarded as making the verse too rough, had 
been discarded in favor of the staid and sober ruminations of 
Akenside and the Wartons. The tone of direct dialogue is 
replaced at best by bursts of apostrophe before an audience either 
unconscious or absent. It is here rather than in the twentieth 
century that poetry begins talking to itself. And this tradition 
was in possession when Hopkins put in his appearance. How 
thoroughly it had proscribed an oratorical delivery by its exclu- 
sive exploitation of running rhythm is evident in any representa- 
tive poem, such as Shenstone’s The School-Mistress: 

Ah me! full sorely is my heart forlorn, 

To think how modest worth neglected lies; 

While partial fame doth with her blasts adorn 
Such deeds alone, as pride and pomp disguise; 

Deeds of ill sort, and mischievous emprise! 

Lend me thy clarion, goddess! let me try 
To sound the praise of merit, ere it dies; 

Such as I oft have chaunced to espy, 

Lost in the dreary shades of dull obscurity . 86 

Any tendency to develop a pattern built on sense-stress here is 
entirely masked by the steady drone of the Spenserian meditative 
machinery. Indeed, the only sense or feeling which can exist here 
is that capable of moving with the special motion of this verse. 
Earlier verse had not all known such a restriction: this move- 
ment was only a phase in the varied rhythms found in the 
dramatists, even in their lyrics. But in the eighteenth and nine- 
teenth centuries it pretty well held the field all the way from light 
lyric pieces to Thomson’s staid heroics. It is little wonder that 
the mind which restricted poetry to this sort of thing should be 
disgusted with Donne and embarrassed to discover in itself a 
liking for Shakespeare. 

B6 The Works in Verse and Prose of William Shenstone, Esq. (London: 
R. and J. Dodsley, 1764), II, 333. 
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Hopkins 9 Discovery 

In this picture of the poetic heritage of Hopkins* world lies 
the answer to the question, What did Hopkins find? Hopkins 
found a tradition in English poetry which was older and stronger 
than the one in possession in his day. He found a rhythmic tradi- 
tion which could cut under and around the “running” or “com- 
mon** rhythm of the nineteenth century, not because his new 
rhythm was the ancient rhythm of English — this would be a fact 
of no value in itself — but because it was a rhythm still inherent 
in the language and only suppressed by an artificially sustained 
traditionalist is indeed strange that between the period when we 
find Shakespeare’s “cabined, cribb’d, confined” and 

If it were done, when ’tis done, then ’twere well 

It were done quickly, 

and the later period which finally brought Hopkins* “hearts’ 
charity’s hearth’s fire” or “And the sea flint-flake, black-backed 
in the regular blow,” there is almost nothing to compare with 
these passages. The place in poetry where such things fit was kept 
tightly locked. Certainly such expressions were not entirely foreign 
to speech — though they may have been more foreign to it than 
we suspect — but the kind of poetic rhythm in favor left them no 
room. Hopkins opened a place for them. 

In opening this place, Hopkins’ achievement was not quite 
alone. After the dramatists and the wit poets, there had remained 
tendencies to maintain in English poetry the strength of the 
sense-stress rhythms. (We must remind ourselves continually that 
these are not entirely unlike those of the “smooth” or “reformed” 
numbers of running rhythm, and hence only rarely will verse be 
free of at least equivocal instances of them. ) There was the case 
of Milton, who as a young man had, in Comus, trafficked in the 
livening rhythms of the stage, but who — as he himself later 
acknowledged, telling Dryden that Spenser was his “original” — 
had turned away to the rhythms of the non-dramatic tradition. 
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With, however, a scholarly sophistication unknown to Spenser, 
he had overlaid the Spenserian numbers with a heavy counter- 
point and had finally in his Samson choruses gone so far as to 
sacrifice almost completely the rhythm of the alternating stress. 
But life was gone : under the spell of the epic theory, Milton had 
fallen upon a coagulating poetic idiom which passed stiff and 
unyielding to the hands of his successors. Nevertheless, Milton 
being an approved author, his work came to Hopkins’ attention. 

The eighteenth century, after Pope, had been pretty destitute 
of sense-stress rhythms, but latterly there had come Bums, cul- 
tivating the habit of direct address, and the sense-stress counter- 
point revives once more with the life of the declamatory verse. 
Burns’ strength, which lies in his satirical pieces, is apparent in 
To a Louse : 

Ha! whare ye gaun, ye crowlin’ ferlie! 


My sooth! right bauld ye set your nose out, 

As plump and gray as onie grozet ; 

O for some rank, mercurial rozet, 

Or fell, red, smeddum . 87 

With its three successive stresses tempting the rhythm far from 
an alternating stress, the last line here is as much a surprise as 
the first. 

Bums is followed by Blake, with his “rhymeless pindarics” and 
The Fairy , which is in genuine skeltonics: 

o a Fairy sung. 

From the leaves I sprung; 

He leap’d from the spray 
o flee away; 

But in my hat caught, 

He soon shall be taught . 88 

87 The Complete Works of Robert Burns, cd. by Alexander Smith (New 
York: Thomas Y. Crowell and Co. [no date]), p. 74. 

88 The Poetical Works of William Blake, ed. by John Sampson (London: 
Oxford University Press, 1914), p. 122. 
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And there was Southey’s Thalaba and Shelley’s Queen Mat? 
done in what was much later to be called free verse, as well as 
other pieces like those noted by Hopkins, or like Shelley’s A 
Dirge (“Rough wind that moanest loud”) interesting for a tend- 
ency toward juxtaposed stresses. There are stirrings, too, of a 
new life in Byron, a defender and imitator of Pope. And the 
Keats of the mature odes picks up a kind of counterpoint verse 
unknown since the Elizabethans. Lines in the Ode on Melancholy 
can be divided to expose the Old English antiphonal pattern : 

No, n£, gof not to Lc'thc, neither twfst 

Wolf’s-bane, tfght-rooted, for its poisonous wine; 

or 

And ieed d^p, de'ep upon her p/erless eyes . 89 


In the Ode on a Grecian Urn there is this heavy counterpoint: 

“Beauty is truth, truth beauty,” that is all 
Ye know on earth, and all ye need to know . 00 


J The whole nineteenth century witnessed a general movement 
toward this “rougher” verse, a movement which culminated 
perhaps in Browning, where a revival of counterpoint brings in 
again sound echoes. Certain lines in The Ring and the Book, for 
example — there are plenty of others — might be halved as four- 
stress lines: 

Flung with a Nourish! But repentance, too. 

But pure and simple sorrow for law’s breach 

Rather than blundcrer’s-ineptitude? 

Cardinal, no! Abate, scarcely thus! 

89 The Poetical Works and Other Writings of John Keats , ed. by H. 
Buxton Forman and Maurice Buxton Forman (New York: Charles Scribner’s 
Sons, 1938), III, 184. Italics mine. 

90 Ibid., p. 157. 
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’Tis the fault , not that I dared try a fall 
With Law and straightway am found undermost, 

But that I failed to see, above man’s law, 

God’s precept you, the Christians, recognize? 

Colly my cow! Don’t fifdget, Cardinal! 91 

Apart from the lines divided here, the verse, as is usual with 
Browning, is not smooth. Had Browning’s idiom been more gen- 
uine, less pretentiously offhand, its gawkiness less “flung with a 
flourish,” his achievement might have partaken of Hopkins’^ As 
it is, Hopkins says discerningly of Browning’s verse, “I greatly 
admire the touches and the details, but the general effect, the 
whole, offends me, I think it repulsive” (B 137. Sept. 17, 1881 ), 
and he has little patience with “the scarecrow misbegotten 
Browning crew” (B hi. Oct. 26, 1880). 

J 

Songs, Saws, Nursery Rhymes, Other Special Survivals 

While these developments were taking place, sense-stress 
rhythms had persisted here and there in out-of-the-way places 
where the tradition of smoothness in verse was not enforced: in 
songs, including the ballads, where because the verse was sub- 
ordinated to music great regularity had never been demanded 
(musical measure has always been able to salve errancy in syl- 
labic count) ; and in weather saws and nursery rhymes, for 
which no one had bothered to construct metric containers. But 
there were other odd places, for wherever departure was made 
from the usual running rhythm, the sense-stress pattern had a 
chance to assert itself. The various attempts to reproduce Latin 
or Greek quantitative meter in English seem to fall back in 
reality on a sense-stress rhythm. George Canning pays uncon- 
scious tribute to the methods of sense-stress verse when his 

91 XI, “Guido,” The Complete Poetic and Dramatic Works of Robert 
Browning (Boston: Houghton Mifflin and Co., 1895), p. 577. 
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lampooning attack on Southey’s experiments in quantitative 
meter slips into alliteration and a movement not unlike Old 
English four-stress verse: 

Needy Knd e-grinder! wAither are you going? 

.Rough is the road, your whee\ is out of order — 

Bleak blows the blast; your hat has got a Aole in’t, 

So have your breeches. 92 

The same tendency to support with characteristic sense-stress 
devices the irregularity of pattern which these “classical meters” 
attempt is found in Tennyson’s Ode to Milton done in “alcaics” : 

O mighty mouth’d inventor of harmonies, 

O skilled to sing of 7'ime or Eternity 93 

The same thing had been observable in the “classical meter” of 
the Renaissance, as in Richard Stanyhurst’s A Prayer to the 
Trinity: 


Blessed I iudge Aim that in Aert is Aealed, 
Cursed I know Aim, that in Aelth is Aarmed. 94 


But here one notes a more marked tendency to reproduce the 
Old English four-stress line so noticeable elsewhere in the poetry 
of Stanyhurst’s contemporaries. 

In turning from the verse of the simple alternating stress, the 
nineteenth-century writers were all in one way or another falling 
back on the sense-stress patterning which is so much the bone 
and sinew of English rhythm. Evidence of the revival of the 

98 “Sapphics: The Friend of Humanity and the Knife-Grinder,” Poetry 
of the Anti-Jacobin, with notes by Charles Edmonds (London: G. Willis, 
1854), p. 20. Italics mine. 

"The Poetic and Dramatic Works of Alfred, Lord Tennyson (Boston: 
Houghton Mifflin Co., 1898), p. 267. Italics mine. 

94 “A Prayer to the Trinity,” Translation of the First Four Books of the 
Aeneis of P. Virgilius Maro: With Other Poetical Devices Thereto Annexed 
[1582], ed. by Edward Arber (“The English Scholar’s Library of Old and 
Modern Works,” No. io[London: 1880]), p. 133. 
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pattern is often in individual instances equivocal, but the evi- 
dence in the whole body of English verse toward the end of the 
nineteenth century as against the middle of the eighteenth is un- 
mistakable. Moreover, there are such signs as the alliteration to 
be found here and there. This is probably for the most part 
entirely unconscious, it is not uniform throughout the poems, 
and yet it comes in quite too persistently to be accidental. It is 
the old functional alliteration asserting itself again, as it had 
asserted itself in Old English and was to assert itself in Hopkins’ 
sprung rhythm. It is the alliteration which poets fall back on as 
a natural help to heighten stress for sustaining a rhythm not built 
on a regularly pulsing beat. 


After Hopkins 

But the current of the tradition in which the gaunt and lovable 
figure of Hopkins stands even managed to flow around him and 
move ahead before he was discovered in mid-stream. For with 
the “free verse 55 which appeared some decades following his 
death but before the publication of the Poems, sense-stress 
rhythm was pretty thoroughly revived. It is difficult indeed to see 
anything else in the movement of this verse, which it used to be 
the fashion to call “strophic . 55 Certainly the rhythm is looser 
than is usual with Hopkins, and perhaps than is usual with Old 
English, but in the absence of a regular alternating-stress beat, 
the sense stress remains as the core to which the movements of 
the verse are attached. Bridges 5 remarks are again in place here : 

Immediately English verse is written free from a numeration of 
syllables, it falls back on the number of stresses as its determining 
law: that is its governing power, and constitutes its form . 96 

Thus in the typical free verse of H. D. 5 s Pear Tree, the lines arc 
loosely organized Old English half-lines: 


95 Milton's Prosody , pp. 72-73. 
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Silver dust 
lifted from the earth, 
higher than my arms reach, 
you have mounted. 

O silver, 

higher than my arms reach 
you front us with great mass; 
no flower ever opened 
so staunch a white leaf, 
no flower ever parted silver 
from such rare silver! 

6 white pear, 
your flow£r-tufts, 
thick on the branch, 
bring summer and ripe fruits 
in their purple hearts. 96 

The pattern here is somewhat flexible; the next-to-last line, for 
example, might perhaps be read with more stresses. But despite 
such possible variations, a two-stress pattern survives. Again, in 
Ezra Pound’s Dance Figure we find the same movement: 

I have not found thee in the tents, 

In the broken darkness. 

I have nSt found thee at the well-head 
Among the women with pitchers. 97 

These are instances of free verse done in a plain two-stress design, 
which is extremely common and at the same time exhibits sense- 
stress patterning more clearly than the complex forms. The latter 
are too varied for separate treatment here. 

T. S. Eliot’s Murder in the Cathedral asserts once more the 
claims of structural alliteration (I break the lines to show the 
tendency to an Old English four-stress pattern) : 

••H[ilda] D[oolittle], “Pear Tree,” A Book of Poems for Every Mood, 
ed. by Harriet Monroe and Morton Dauwen Zabel (Racine, Wis.: Whitman 
Publishing Co., 1933), PP- 84-65. 

97 Selected Poems , ed. by T. S. Eliot (London: Faber and Faber, Ltd., 
1934 ), P- 73 - 
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THOMAS 


No! Shill I 
Of heaven and he 11, 
Who bind and loose, 
Descend to desire 
Delegate to de al 
To condemn kings, 
Is my open office. 


who keep the keys 

* x / xx y* * 
supreme alone m England, 

with power from the Pope, 

a punier power? 

the doom of damnation, 

not serve among their ^roants 

No! Go. 


TEMPTER 

Then I leave you to your fate. 

Your /in joars sunward covering kin gs’ falcons. 98 

Before this, the direct influence of Old English could of course 
be felt in Ezra Pound’s near-literal translation of The Seafarer 
and elsewhere. 


IV 

THE AMBIT OF HOPKINS’ ACHIEVEMENT 

Hopkins, then, had found the tradition of a sense-stress 
rhythm, which we may also call the declamatory rhythm or the 
interpretive rhythm of English — a rhythm inherited from Old 
English as one of the bases of verse until the “reform” and 
“smoothing” of English numbers, principally under the influence 
of Edmund Spenser and his follower^ Basically, this sense-stress 
rhythm is a rhythm which grows riot from the tendency of 
English to stress every second or third syllable (whether sense 
demands this stress or not), but from the tendency of each sense- 
stress, especially in emotional utterance, to constitute itself a kind 
of rhythmic unit, either alone or together with a varying number 
of slack syllables which may precede and/or follow it. These 

•• (London: Faber & Faber, Ltd., 1935), p. 30. Italics mine. ' 
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rhythmic units can be of more or less equal weight while retain- 
ing great variety of movement— falling, rocking, or rising— and 
various lengths. 

Perpetuated largely in the playwrights and in the line of wit 
poets, who preserved the tone of direct address in their verse and 
with this the pre-eminence of sense stress associated with stage 
delivery, this sense-stress rhythmic tradition persisted quite notice- 
ably as a secondary or “counterpointed” rhythm until Pope, and 
was, indeed, never quite eliminated even at the height of the 
Spenserian influence during the eighteenth and nineteenth cen- 
turies. During these lean years, sense-stress rhythm survived after 
a fashion in out-of-the-way places such as songs and popular 
saws and nursery rhymes (more genuinely, it seems, in the songs 
than in the saws or rhymes— but this would take long to show). 
Hopkins notes it in these places. It also persisted in a way in vari- 
ous metrical experiments. Always different from and always 
somewhat like the “running” or “common” rhythm of English, 
this sense-stress rhythm is ready at all times to assert itself in 
English verse, especially when syllabic count is neglected. In 
Hopkins 5 day it was reviving to some extent in places other than 
his own verse. 

The rhythm had existed all the time in prose, in the rhythms 
of speech where the restraint of reformed numbers was not felt. 
Hopkins himself finally came to understand this. Even before he 
did,£he realized the hold of the rhythm on the language (“I do 
not claim to have invented sprung rhythms but sprung rhythm” v 
he tells Bridges— B 45. Aug. 21, 1877), but the reading menu 
which his age prescribed kept Hopkins from ever knowing how 
much the forces back of sprung rhythm had normally made 
themselves felt in English verse. 

" This limitation of his knowledge did not stop accomplishment, 

I for Hopkins 5 rhythmic achievement was primarily the work not 
I of theory but of an extremely keen ear aided by a singularly open 
| and objective mind, and it was made possible by the unusually 
true and consistent sensibility reflected in Hopkins 5 understand- 
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ing that “a perfect style must be of its age’W'D 99. Dec. 1, 1881 
— Dec. 16, 1881). 

Hopkins’ achievement in reviving sense-stress rhythms is largely 
traceable to this understanding. On the strength of itfhe turned 
in his poetry to language which is the normal tender for emotion, 
a currency heavy with the Anglo-Saxon small change of the Eng- 
lish tongue. Hopkins’ preference for the short word is apparent 
in every line of his verse. ^ 

General neglect of the longer Latin derivatives is indeed not 
essential to sense-stress rhythm. “Free verse” has never been 
remarkable for Anglo-Saxon preferences, and its rhythm is no 
less sense-stress because the stresses consequently occur at a greater 
distance from one another than is usual in Hopkins, who is able 
to say of his own sprung rhythm verse that it uses more than 
three successive slacks only “for particular rhythmic effects” 
(D 40. Jan. 14, 1881). Moreover, an Anglo-Saxon vocabulary 
is, conversely, quite consonant with the smooth rhythms of Gray’s 
Elegy y which in many stanzas can be convicted of no more Latin- 
ity than Hopkins’ “That Nature Is a Heraclitean Fire.” 

And yet, beyond the shadow of a doubt, Hopkins’ diction does 
make the characteristic movements of his verse more unmistak- 
able. By and large, the number of sense stresses in English de- 
creases as words become longer, since each word, no matter how 
long, ordinarily is ready to receive no more than one sense stress. 
Filled with short words, and thus adaptable to a high proportion 
of sense stresses, Hopkins’ verse moves so as to underline heavily 
the principles on which it is based. Stresses are packed close to- 
gether to form a kind of condenser which gives each stress a 
higher charge than other diction might do. This is eminently 
stress verse. And it is stress verse all the more because of Hopkins’ 
revivification of the alliteration and other sound echoes which 
make the verse of high stress live. Hopkins succeeded in reaching 
to the very “inscape” of his medium. His achievement is its 
“clearest-selved spark.” 

v The focal point in Hopkins’ own view of his work is his recog- 
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nition of the occasional co-existence of two patterns in English 
verse, a phenomenon which he calls “counterpoint.” For this is 
implicit recognition of the fact that, since two distinct rhythms 
can be attended to, the one rhythm which, isolated, is sprung 
rhythm, is based on a different thing in the language than is run- 
ning rhythm — not entirely different, but different enough. 

Hopkins’ rhythm will be understood only when this fact is ap- 
preciated. It will not be understood by being explained in terms 
explicitly or implicitly those of a rhythm which depends on 
components of language on which it itself does not depend. It 
will certainly not be understood by being explained merely in 
terms of the “feet” which, borrowed in an unfortunate hour 
from classical prosody, have generally trod under any adequate 
understanding even of English running rhythm. 

Hopkins himself has been charged with such short-sighted 
comment. Dr. Richards speaks of his explanation of sprung 
rhythm as a “curious way ... of eluding a mischievous tradi- 
tion and a spurious question, to give them a mock observance 
and an equally unreal answer.” 99 But it is a serious mistake to 
judge the terms in which Hopkins explains his sprung rhythm 
apart from his own discussion of them in his lecture notes, a dis- 
cussion which inoculates his whole terminology with a distinction 
and subtlety sufficient to immunize it against the usual supposi- 
tions of the “mischievous tradition.” The more valid criticism 
of Hopkins’ explanation is not that it is unreal, but that it is 
undeveloped; the consistency of its manifold implications is not 
made clear. 

It is this consistency which the present study has attempted to 
point out and explain in connection with Hopkins’ verse itself. 

Neither will Hopkins’ sprung rhythm be understood by con- 
centrating attention on his “atrocious rhymes,” or his “over-reav- 
ing” or his other “peculiarities” without regarding his rhythm as 
a whole. This is Bridges’ mistake, and it ends only in bickering. 
For the apparent incidentals of Hopkins’ echoings, stretched lines 

"Richards, op. cit p. 203 . 
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(outrides and burden lines), neglect of perfect end-rhyme, and 
“over-rove’ 5 lines are all part of the rhythm Hopkins employs, 
and at least in germ are likely to be associated with this rhythm 
in other poets. 

Rhythmic integrity makes for great complexity, and hence 
Hopkins’ “sprung rhythm” will be understood first by being 
heard. Explanation had better wait on love. If it does, the reader 
will be more than receptive, for he will know that, however great 
Hopkins’ rhythmic achievements, he has others to his credit, too. 



GERARD MANLEY HOPKINS , POET 
OF ASCETIC AND AESTHETIC 
CONFLICT 

Chester A. Burns, S.J. 

Every Catholic poet of a religious order has known of conflict 
between those two opposing elements in his life: the poetic urge 
and religious discipline. The conflict is not grave; but to the poet 
concerned it will seem far from trivial. Certainly it was no trivial 
matter in the mind of Gerard Manley Hopkins, English priest, 
member of the Society of Jesus of half a century ago, and poet 
of now eminent and still gathering fame. Indeed Father Hopkins 
may be said to typify in his person, if not the gravity, then the 
acuteness of such conflict. 

A religious order, the religious poet quickly discovers, is not a 
society consecrated to a dainty worship of aesthetic sanctities. It 
is an organization of rugged purpose seriously bent upon serving 
God as its proper constitutions require. No order comes to mind 
at the moment whose aims call for the honoring of God through 
a formal fostering of the poetic spirit. Perhaps some such order 
may one day be founded. Perhaps; but it is doubtful. And what 
one doubts is not the possibility, so much as the feasibility of 
the venture. An order of poets would be an order of dynamic, 
delicately-geared personalities who in no short time would find 
their noble experiment in common life crowned with— disillu- 
sionment. Such, after the first few weeks of ecstatic general con- 
fusion, would to an accompanying loud peal as of thunder 
shatter to nothingness and be dissolved forevermore. For each 
member of an idyllic order of this sort would come to demand — 
would, no doubt, begin by demanding— that he be a law unto 
himself. And with this method of procedure sinking rapidly 
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into gentle anarchy, common life would revert to private, 
wherein each individual would go his merry way blithely free 
with the freedom of the sons of men. 

Such a pleasant path of decadence, of course, even under nor- 
mal conditions, the poet who is a religious is, absolutely speak- 
ing, not prohibited from following. Only in those cases in which 
a sense of honor and the binding force of conscience are looked 
upon as a check on liberty may he be said to be restrained. Other- 
wise he is as free as the most unbound of men, since no ties save 
those of his personal making keep him bound to God and the 
religious life. His word (in this case a vow solemnly given) is 
quite literally his bond. 

But if he would live in community, he must follow rule, in 
which eventuality sacrifices of individual preference will be a 
natural sequel. Now necessarily to be listed among the particular 
renunciations here included will be the unrestricted exercise of 
poetic impulse. This for the reason that, while a religious order 
may make special concessions to special temperaments, it cannot, 
save at peril of its constitutional integrity, grant unqualified 
freedom of choice in every matter to any of its members. For if 
to some, why not to all? And if to all, why — and incidentally, 
how — a religious order at all? Religious orders would be in a 
bad way surely if constitutions had to be recast every time a poet 
hove in sight. Were this the case, the pillars of “religion” would 
be forever trembling and tottering; for the very essential note of 
religiously ordered life stands firmly fixed only on the supposition 
of foundation upon a constant common rule. This failing, there 
is simply no religious order. 

Let it be plainly stated then at the outset: Religious orders 
have no crying need of poets; nor, yet again, craving for the 
honor of their company. Be the poets of major, minor, or medi- 
ocre attainments, religious orders flourish grandly like the cedars 
of Lebanon without them. With them they continue so to do 
provided the poets in question rest content with their chosen 
common lot. 
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Poets therefore may not be granted indiscriminate concessions, 
amounting to mild license, by religious orders — despite what 
poetic license be conceded them by those loosely-linked bodies 
called poetic societies. As operating in practice, the religious 
plan of living calls for poets conducting their day elbow to elbow 
with scientists, historians, men of letters, scholars, teachers, 
preachers, and men generally of earnest, if prosaic, pursuits. 
Their poetry they must learn to take as the bird takes wing — 
casually and when occasion offers; for, seriously speaking, there 
is work to be done. They may not seek, and to their credit be it 
said, they do not (when they are poets of an authentic quality) 
ask for special favors. Not infrequently the glory of their poetry 
appears to suffer thereby; but the glory of God is increased, and 
that is the root reason why they joined a religious order. 

On the other hand, the poet who commits himself to such a 
religious system does not find his personal perplexities so simply 
solved. He carries with him into his new manner of life an 
inalienable endowment: his poetic temperament. This he did 
not leave behind as he left his earthly effects behind when he 
entered religion. This for good or ill is part and parcel of his 
native temperament, a concentrated unyielding substratum, upon 
which neither time nor ascetic effort seems to produce marked 
change. Time and effort may, of course, and in all probability 
will, help fashion his character; but temperament persists; for 
like nature expelled by the fork, it keeps constantly recurring. As 
he was bom a poet, a poet he remains, regardless of what con- 
stitutions, what rule added to rule, stands surety for the perma- 
nence of the religious order it was his vocation under God to join. 

This is not strange, for temperaments, all in all, are not matters 
of free choosing, nor yet again matter for group-moulding. They 
are, we well know, gifts of Nature; Nature, that is to say, more 
correctly spoken of as God; and only God can put asunder what 
He has put together — something He seems seldom to do. 

Therefore the poet on becoming a religious is a poet still; and 
herein lies the crux of his conflict. His temperament seems al- 
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ways inclined to tend one way when his innate sense of duty 
must insist that he go another. Train himself as he will by dint of 
stem discipline, relentless and inexorable, his temperament is 
always ready to— shall we say?— play him false. Whereas others 
of more pliant personality have taken on a clock-like regularity 
which enables them, with almost imperceptible effort, it would 
seem, to harmonize with formulated rule, he finds after years 
and years of ascetic endeavor, that he is, alas, no clock! Or if 
one, is at best one of variable habits, being ever in prbcess of 
failing the hour by the hour. Wherefore the conflict, having 
arisen, persists. 

What to do? Ah, that is the question! The religious poet so 
circumscribed faces a dilemma, either hom of which promises 
small hope of solution. Should he, on the one hand, renounce 
for the moment his religious obligations (minor ones only, be 
it understood) and pause as by instinct to contemplate some sun- 
set glow of ideal smouldering on his poetic horizon, there will 
arise remorse of conscience, dejection of soul, and heart-sadness; 
his sensibilities shaken and stricken at thought of having failed 
his Lord. For failed Him he has; briefly, it is true, and in small 
matter, but failed Him nonetheless. And what is worse, lost 
time and perhaps grace, in so doing; dreaming gently in the 
meadow of aesthetic indulgence, when he should be up and 
about in the field of duty, his hand to the plough of prosaic task 
with never a glance behind. 

Contrariwise, should he spurn the bounties of temperament, 
the painful reaction will be hardly less acute; for Nature has an 
artful way of taking revenge for contempt of her gifts. Caught 
thus between two extremes, the poet in harassed anxiety thinks 
to walk some golden, middle, and prudent path; but this he; 
finds impractical, his not being what we call a moderate tern- j 
perament. 

Hence he comes, as did Gerard Hopkins at the opening of his 
religious career, to regard poetry with misgivings, and the obliga- 
tions of religious life as (at times, let us say) more stringent than 
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in reality they are. Yet with them he cast his lot and to them he 
cleaved, leaving the culture of poetry to whomsoever it might 
properly concern. There was to be, as who would doubt, a 
retracing of steps, a timid prodigal’s return, to poetry; but this 
only after a lapse of seven years, when on occasion of a sugges- 
tion by his superior, he took the same almost literally, not to say 
eagerly, for a positive command. As he advanced in age, a grudg- 
ingly peaceful settlement of claims seems to have been established 
between these rivals; but his heart, even while it embraced poetry 
appears always to have leaned away from it over towards the 
reassuring strictures of religion. He apparently was never com- 
pletely satisfied that in paying tribute to poetry he was not in 
effect paying tribute to some worldly aesthetic Caesar, and 
thereby denying God part at least of what was rightfully His. 
“I cannot find it in my conscience to spend time on it [poetry],” 
he once wrote a friend who had remonstrated with him for 
neglecting his talent (D 15. Oct. 5, 1878). 

It was not that Gerard Hopkins doubted the intrinsic worth 
of poetry. That were to doubt the God who had made him— a 
poet. Besides, such point is past dispute. Poetry is unquestionably 
good before God, and gives Him honor as do the lilies of the 
field and the birds of the air. Rather, the question which vexed 
him was, not whether poetry was good, but whether here and 
now composition of it was more ill than well advised; and 
whether by giving time and trouble to it, he might not be render- 
ing himself an, unprofitable servant in the eyes of his one true 
Lord. FatheruHopkins was not singular in his uneasiness. Plato 
had argued a like question at great dialectic length some twenty- 
four centuries previously, finally concluding from the viewpoint 
of a statesman that for the moral welfare of citizens, poets must 
be rigidly excluded from the confines of his ideal statp. 

The focal point of Gerard Hopkins’ anxiety is not hard to lay 
finger on. There was, no doubt, a generous measure of, so to 
term it, aesthetic Platonism innate to his sensitive temperament; 
but his specific difficulty regarding poetry was not the difficulty 
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of Plato. He had no ill-founded apprehensions of moral danger 
lurking in poetry as such. He was, in consequence of his formal 
scholastic training, too well grounded in the basic persuasions of 
Aristotelian-Thomism to see anything but good — and even God 
— in good poetry. His difficulty in brief was not theoretic. The 
issues were clearly drawn and free of dialectical embarrassments. 
His was a severely practical problem and lay in a practical con- 
sideration, which, were it to be formulated, might reduce itself 
to the query: How may one reconcile the erratic fluctuations of 
inspiration with the steady dictates of duty? 

That he should have such a problem may be readily appre- 
ciated. Poetic inspiration comes at unpredictable moments. Licit 
poetic moments in an ordered life, on the other hand, are largely 
regulated by the clock. Poets must shave, bathe, eat, drink, and 
sleep, as other men — not to speak of praying, studying, and 
preaching, things every Jesuit must do. Also he must perform 
those radically necessary, if unromantic, duties which bring sweat 
to the brow and bread to the mouth. Yet despite these prole- 
tarian demands of life, the urges of inspiration keep coming to 
poets at all hours, unwooed and unsought. They come at inter- 
vals, the exact clock-hour of whose coming no man can foretell : 
they come in the dark of night and in the full light of day; they 
come when duty calls away and when no duty whatever calls. 
Their coming, as stated, is unpredictable. 

Now the peculiar difficulty of dealing with inspiration is this: 
When it comes, it must be utilized instantly, for it is a passing 
thing, which once passed will not return. Delay is fatal. “One 
hour from now,” it whispers alluringly to the poet busily and 
necessarily otherwise engaged, “will be too late. Now is the 
acceptable moment.” Inspiration is no respecter of rights at vari- 
ance with its own; hence moral considerations, such as reverence 
for duty, may scarcely be said to inhibit its promptings. Either 
you follow inspiration, and, if you are a poet, poetry results; or 
you set it aside, and the “light that never was on land or sea” 
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fades and dies and is no more. Whatever else the gain, the poetry 
is lost. 

Being a member of the Society of Jesus, a Jesuit in popular 
parlance, Gerard Hopkins found in the volatile nature of inspira- 
tion a vexing problem. A Jesuit’s day (particularly that of a 
young Jesuit) is not mapped out with tender concern for indi- 
vidualistic promptings, those of inspiration perhaps least of all. 
f His day is for God, and there is small concession made in it to 
personal preference. What self-development is provided for (and 
there is much) is of a kind that will be conducive to the common 
end of the Order, which, when all is said and done, is nothing 
other than the common end of life itself, heightened to a degree 
and brought to sharp focus : that is to say, the giving to God at 
all times an ever and ever greater glory. This, rather than any 
slight, self-canonized purpose, forms for the individual, and the 
body corporate as well, the specifying Jesuit ideal. 

Poetry as envisioned in the Society’s educational perspective is 
not a way of life. It is an incident along the way; which is all 
that it should be in any rational presentation of liberal studies. 
Hence a Jesuit who turns up poet when his days of intellectual 
and ascetic formation are accomplished, has more than the gay 
foam of phosphorescent poetic experiences flowing in his wake. 
Admitted that such a manner of training is rigid, it is far from 
foolish; and poets are forever dying of folly and their poetry 
with them. 

Still the fact remains that for one of Gerard Hopkins’ tem- 
perament, the problem of proper reconciliation of inspiration 
with duty was bound to be perplexing. He solved it quite simply, 
of course, as he who runs may read, in the first seven years of his 
Jesuit life; that is, by religiously ignoring inspiration and giving 
duty his total devotion. Poetry became for him a thing re- 
nounced. Which, let it be said, was in practice the safest, if not 
the theoretic best, thing to do. It tended to make of him a whole 
man, rather than one of brilliant but disparate parts. Later he 
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worked out a more generous plan, which gave to poetry the time 
remaining when work of duty was done; time which, as it hap- 
pened, was hardly a bare sufficiency. Therefore, while in general 
more satisfactory to his poetic temperament, this solution was 
not satisfactory in full. 

For inspiration, after the manner of clamorous passions, has a 
propensity for intruding more and more boldly upon a poet’s 
time and attention; and until it has won these for itself does not 
rest content. But Gerard Hopkins was in the main content. He 
gave to inspiration (and thereby to poetry) what he counted 
its due, and to God what seemed to him was His. If God’s due 
in practice far exceeded that of inspiration, Gerard Hopkins 
was glad. He had entered the Society of Jesus to render God 
glory; and if in the process of so doing, either quantity or quality 
of poetry was lost, was not such an outcome best looked upon as, 
let us say, a matter of poetic justice? Not even for the gaining of 
the whole world might a man imperil his soul. Poetry surely was 
not in any scale of values of greater consequence than the whole 
world, not to speak of it as weighed against the incalculable 
worth of the immortal soul! No, Gerard Hopkins, poet and 
ascetic of the Society of Jesus, was not to be deluded on any 
such specious grounds by the aesthetic wiles of inspiration. 

There was quite naturally, as a result of such an intransigent 
attitude, a regrettable loss. It was a loss tempered indeed by 
what he unshakenly held to be a greater gain ; but loss there was 
nonetheless, positive, undeniable.v&o one will ever know in this 
world of many veiled uncertainties what multitudinous cloud- 
banks of inspiration, with accompanying train of rich images 
and brilliant inchoate word-formations, gathered, and to great 
extent gathered in vain, about the head and heart of Gerard 
Hopkins, as through the years he went his dutiful, conscientious 
way, giving glory to God/’ But to all such promptings when they 
conflicted with duty he uttered a decisively firm and unequivo- 
cal: “Nay.” The loss to poetry is great. Perhaps no more justly 
famed “mute inglorious Milton” is to be found in the annals o f 
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literature than this same Gerard Hopkins in these moments of 
inspiration heroically discarded. ^ 

Yet there is palliation and to spare for his unflinching refusal 
to deal in compromise. One old Master of Novices of the Society 
of Jesus used to call humorous attention to the fact that un- 
counted poems of aspiring young Jesuit versifiers were undoubt- 
edly annihilated by the bell summoning to examination of con- 
science twice daily; yet this same spiritual director warned quite 
seriously that for a Jesuit it were incomparably more fatal to have 
the examination of conscience brought to nought by ill-timed 
poetic composition than to have poetry stilled in the heart by 
loyal adherence to duty. From which it may be deduced that 
Jesuits are not with formal intent reared to be poets. “Duty 
be fore Bea nty” becomesj^the r their instinctive ideal . , 

This is as it should be. Art has no law, moral or ascetic, ren- 
dering it sacred, and artists no privileges uncommon to the gen- 
erality of men. A Jesuit poet in last analysis is no more than any 
given Jesuit, supposing such talent, giving God glory through the 
exercise of his poetic gifts. When there is question of poetry 
setting up court for itself, and danger thereby of God’s glory 
being impinged on, danger in fact of that glory being not at all 
sought, the Jesuit poet must draw swiftly back: else he is in so 
far no true Jesuit, no authentic follower of Him Whom he has 
proposed to himself as his leader supreme in life: Christ the 
Lord. 

j For a Jesuit, Christ may never be separated from Art, as 
neither may He be sundered from science, history, teaching, 
preaching and all laudable life pursuits. Once granted that the 
“Word was made flesh and dwelt amongst us,” a strictly other- 
world standard of judgement attaches to human effort, human 
achievement. What Christ cannot approve of, no Jesuit may 
dare set seal of approval to, either in his own life or in that of 
another. ^ 

Of this Gerard Hopkins was most vividly aware. C hrist was at 
once his spur and his check / When Christ nodded “Yes” to 
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Gerard the poet, said Gerard was off with his impetuous rush 
of scurrying words to heights of poetic achievement: 

But how shall I . . . make me room there : 

Reach me a . . . Fancy, come faster — 

Strike you the sight of it? look at it loom there, 

Thing that she . . . there then! the Master, 

Ipse, the only one , Christ, King, Head: 

(The Wreck of the Deutschland, St. 28) 

When Christ said “No,” Gerard, perhaps regretfully but still 
unquestioningly, gave poetry his simple gesture of negation. J 

What do then? how meet beauty? Merely meet it; own, 

Home at heart, heaven’s sweet gift; then leave, let that alone . 

Yea, wish that though, wish all, God’s better beauty, grace. 

(To What Serves Mortal Beauty) 

Thus it has come to pass that the poetry we know today as 
that of Hopkins, G.M., S .J., is confined to a single small volume 
of comparatively few poems, all of exquisite worth. It might have 
been of greater bulk. It might even have been of more flawless 
perfection. Conceivably. Who knows? But one thing it could 
hardly have been : more to God’s glory. That, if one may say so, 
is its distinguishing quality, its Jesuit hall-mark. 

Let there be then the merest modicum of tears shed for the 
conjectured loss of the Hopkins poetry; and these tears quickly, 
even joyously, dried. All is not lost when poetry is lost. Those 
who understand Gerard Hopkins’ ideal of life to the full will 
shed no tears at all. They will know only too well that the world 
i s in the main more no bly enriched by a good man’s lifethan 
byjmy product whatever of his head or heart. Poetry — no ques- 
tion of it — has its due place in life, rendering those who read it 
an unique enjoyment and the poet who writes it the thrilling 
gladness that comes with poetic creation. Such are its proper 
functions. But poetry is not life : it is one of life’s adjuncts. Not 
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all the tremulous rhetoric in the world need move one by so 
much as one inch into accepting poetry for what it is not — a 
thing transcending, if so it might be, life itself. 

Gerard Hopkins assuredly was not of such mind. He neither 
shed, nor, were he alive today, would he shed, great fund of 
disconsolate tears for the comparatively small bulk, and even, 
if you will, the flaws of his poetry. Father Hopkins was never 
dismayed that he did not produce more poetry and greater 
poetry. His regrets were of quite another order. He regretted 
only what fault he might conceivably have been guilty of in 
devoting to poetry that which was more than poetry’s right. , He 
enumerates in a letter to a friend a short list of these regrets, a 
list detailing with conscience-keen accuracy a few of those heart- 
pangs a sensitive spirit will wince under at thought of real or 
fancied infidelities to God (D 88. Nov. 2, 1881 ) : 

For the backward glances I have given with my hand upon the 
plough, for the waste of time the very compositions you admire may 
have caused and their preoccupation of the mind which belonged to 
more sacred or more binding duties, for the disquiet and the thoughts 
of vain-glory they have given rise to. . . 

Such openly-avowed expressions of compunction represent the 
living mind of Gerard Hopkins. Softly-muted insinuations of a 
contrary nature, scattered among the appraisals of critics who 
admire but do not love him, represent the purest of sheer, not 
to say unwarranted, conjecture. Nowhere will such expressions 
be found in writings of Gerard Hopkins’ own hand. Nor should 
such be expected of him. His character was not only too un- 
worldly, it was of too heavenly a cast for him to be so minded. 
He was vividly alert to the summons of sanctity. He felt, one 
may safely assume, as Leon Bloy felt, that:, “There is only one 
tragedy in life, not to become a saint.j’ - 

Poetry, after all, was not his life-calling. Gerard Hopkins had 
not sought place in the ranks of the Society of Jesus to become 
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a poet. That he knew well might have been accomplished more 
effectively (though it is doubtful if so characteristically) in the 
world from which he emerged. He had embraced the religious 
life for a transparent twofold reason: to assure, as far as was 
humanly possible, through working for God’s greater glory, his 
own soul’s salvation and sanctification, and to help others to- 
wards the same.vToet as he was, he was no vacuous dreamerj 
where deepest realities were concerned Never did he waver in 
his firm Jesuit conviction that it is beyond all question preferable 
to become a saint than to become a poet; and where the two 
ideals are compatible, again preferable to become more of a saint 
than more of a poet. 

Ah! there was a heart right! 

There was single eye ! 

[The Wreck of the Deutschland , St. 29) 

these are his admiring, his holily-envious, exclamations apropos of 
the “tall nun” who called “Christ to her” in the midst of the storm 
and wreckage that spelled doom to the Deutschland . And, all in 
all, it was the sheer sanctity in the unrivaled heroism of both 
the woman and the moment that drew him and held him en- 
thralled. 

Religious as he was, he was entirely open-eyed to, strictly if 
somewhat apprehensively conscious of, the fact that if only he 
had the courage for it, there well might be by God’s grace a 
nobler someone altogether than Gerard Hopkins the poet — 
Gerard Hopkins the saint! 

> His sense of a call to a life in union with God as intimate as 
possible, the implications of a supernatural “noblesse oblige” in- 
herent in the law, letter, and spirit of his vocation weighed seri- 
ously on his mind. “My vocation sets before me,” he writes de- 
cisively, “a standard so high that a higher can be found nowhere 
else” (D 88. Nov. 2, 1881). Christian, which is to say Catholic 
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to his heart’s core, he took his Master Christ as the essential 
criterion of a genuinely successful career. As he grew in the spirit 
and, as far as was consonant with his temperament, in fidelity 
to the letter of his religious life, Christ became more and more 
his mind’s invariable preoccupation; until as once for Saul of 
Tarsus, changed in a lightning-flash to Paul of the Christians 
(The Wreck of the Deutschland , St. 10), one motto might spell 
all: ' “To live is Christ and to die is Christ. Who shall separate 
me from the love of Christ?” J 

All through his poetry may be seen (and felt) the gathering 
and growth of this devotion to Christ. From The Wreck of the 
Deutschland, where “brimming in a flash full,” men, as by un- 
controllable impulse, go to “Hero of Calvary,” on through The 
Windhover, specially dedicated to “Christ our Lord,” and still 
further and further on through The Loss of the Eurydice, The 
Bugler’s First Communion, and The Soldier, the devotion mounts 
at increasing tempo, until at length it is caught up and incar- 
nated in the grand burst of paeonic song marking the close of 
the That Nature is a Heraclitean Fire and of the comfort of the 
Resurrection . Here, in this last of his great poems, written some- 
what less than a year before his death, the realization of Christ’s 
victory over sin, and all the implications held therein, burst from 
. his heart almost with a shout of joy as he triumphantly proclaims 
Christ’s emergence from the tomb on Easter mom ! 

Enough! the Resurrection, 

A heart’s-clarion! Away griefs gasping, joyless days, dejection. 

Across my foundering deck shone 
A beacon, an eternal beam. Flesh fade, and mortal trash 
Fall to the residuary worm; world’s wildfire, leave but ash: 

In a flash, at a trumpet crash, 

I am all at once what Christ is, since He was what I am, and 
This Jack, joke, poor potsherd, patch, matchwood, immortal dia- 
mond, 


Is immortal diamond. 
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Altogether Christ looms large in his work. His hallowed Name, 
rising like the crest of a wave-swell, breaks again and again above 
the ever-moving waters of his sweeping emotions — by count over 
forty times. This, of course, is only natural; for as He was ever 
vividly present to the mind of Gerard Hopkins, He was of sheer 
necessity intimately interwoven with the Hopkins verse. So much 
so, in fact, that with justice it may be said: Who knows not 
; Christ, knows not Gerard Hopki ns^ 

For a man then so vivified by the love of Christ, who will 
wish to say that the prospect of loss of something as evanescent, 
albeit so naturally noble, as poetry were subject for tears of an 
inconsolable grief? 

Yet there are those who think it was; or if not, should have 
been. The critics have spoken; and over the lovely remains of 
their fancied loss have poured out expressions of a most poignant 
sadness. But such are best taken lightly. Though representing, let 
it be granted, the honestly conceived concern of honorable men, 
such representations are still too ephemeral in substance to be 
regarded as setting forth a serious sorrow we all should share. 
“God changeth never,” it is true, but critics have been known 
to do so. Which is as it should be; for as “there lives the dearest 
freshness deep down things” ( God's Grandeur ) , truth is there 
as well, and the truth should be found and should prevail. 

Therefore all sad portraits of Gerard Hopkins “cramped by 
the stern discipline of Jesuit life” and living out dismal days of 
broken-hearted frustration among the Jesuits, may be viewed 
with a smile of gentle, not to say profound, incredulity. As may 
also those further canvasses of him, purporting to represent his 
sad lot as he is sent off mercilessly to Ireland, there to die at last 
immaturely “from a typhoid infection acquired from working 
in the Dublin slums.” 1 

For as facts stand, such things simply are not true. Yet like 
alligators to Pantheists, Jesuits seem strangely provocative of per- 

1 Paul Engle, “Biography of Poet Reveals His Personality’s Richness” 
(Rev. of Ruggles* biography), Chicago Tribune , July 30, 1944. 



POET OF ASCETIC AND AESTHETIC CONFLICT 1 89 

plexity to a certain type of critic . 2 Just why may be left to the 
critics to determine. Could it by any chance be the innocent hard 
logic, the unqualified Catholic insistence of the Jesuits on the 
simple polar truth that God, not man, is the “measure of things”? 

Whatever the reason, Jesuits in the present instance would 
point out that God has right to a word — even the last word — 
on such matters as the timeliness of what are popularly — should 
we say, unthinkingly? — called “untimely” or “immature” deaths; 

2 At times the perplexity assumes amazing proportions, as witness the fol- 
lowing arraignment, which, were it not for its grotesque bias, might be taken 
for a mild misrepresentation of, perhaps even insult to, the Jesuits! 

“Humanly speaking he [Gerard Hopkins] made a grievous mistake in join- 
ing the Jesuits for on further acquaintance his whole soul must have revolted 
against a system which has killed many and many a noble soul; but what 
matters the means compared with the undoubted result. Any wood will do for 
the cross, when God’s perfection is thereby reached. To get on with the 
Jesuits you must become on many grave points a machine, without will, 
without conscience, and that to his nature was an impossibility. To his lasting 
honor be it said he was too good for them. . . .” (F 249. Letter from C. N. 
Luxmoore to Arthur Hopkins.) 

Apart from the matter of truth, to which Jesuits presumably have no right, 
being, as they are so patently, “without conscience” (something their traducers 
so easily have — warm and reassuring!), it is difficult to understand how a man 
of average intelligence, to say nothing of common courtesy, could calmly set 
forth such judgement and permit its display to the public eye. Even granted 
that the judgement was hasty, need it have been nasty? Such indictment is 
a large one and affects a large body of men, and MIGHT be hard to sub- 
stantiate. Has the memory of Newman’s Apologia and the hapless Kingsley 
slipped so completely from mind? At any rate it would seem that here we 
have Kingsley out-Kingsleyed ! One is forced to the conclusion that any wood 
will do for the Jesuits’ cross, when a critic’s satisfaction is thereby attained. 

The strangeness of the diatribe grows the more one recollects the char- 
acter of the men who in Father Hopkins’ day went to make up what are 
indifferently labeled “Jesuits,” as if one were speaking of hippopotami, 
rhinoceri, and animals generally of a repulsive sort! Are we to assume that in 
the writer’s conviction Gerard Hopkins was “too good” for association with 
men of the stamp and achievement of, say, Fathers Bernard Vaughan, Henry 
Schomberg Kerr, John Morris, Peter Gallwey, Daniel Considine, William 
Leslie, Sidney Smith, George Porter, Henry Coleridge, John and Joseph 
Rickaby? These even the casually-informed would recognize as names to be 
conjured with, or as some would say, honored. Yet these are the “Jesuits” 
against whom Gerard Hopkins’ “whole soul” is presumed to have revolted. 
Of course, the simple plain truth is that if there were great men before 
Agamemnon, there were great men, great Jesuits, within arm's reach of 
Gerard Hopkins a* he lived out his days in the Society of Jesus. To his lasting 
honor be it said Father Hopkins recognized thi^. 
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and likewise right to pronounce judgement — even last judge- 
ment— on what are again popularly spoken of as “cramped,” 
“frustrated” lives. As exemplification of such word, they (the 
Jesuits) would call attention to the widely known fact that Jesus 
Christ, God’s very own Son and Himself God, has gone on rec- 
ord as saying that not a sparrow falls to the ground, or a hair 
from any head, but the heavenly Father of all of us knows it. 

Could it possibly be then that by some wholly unprecedented 
cosmic indifference, this otherwise ever- watchful and solicitous 
Lord was impelled to lose sight of Gerard Hopkins as he passed 
his “dismal,” “frustrated” days in the Society of Jesus; allowing 
him with fitting climactic denouement, as he came to his final 
earthly hours, to slip from life unnoticed and uncared for, and 
that immaturely? DID THEN THE DARK SIDE OF THE 
BAY OF GOD’S BLESSING NOT VAULT HIM, THE 
MILLION ROUNDS OF GOD’S MERCY NOT REEV£— 
Gerard Hopkins, the dismal and the frustrated — EVEN HIM 
IN? (cf. The Wreck of the Deutschland , St. 12.) 

Could such event come to pass under God? “Absolutely, em- 
phatically, no!” would say the Jesuits. “For such is decidedly 
not God’s way!” And though even by self-admission, Jesuits may 
be mistaken on many points, it will not be, they would insist, on 
matters such as these. These are as certain and fixed as the 
ground under our feet and the vault of heaven over our heads. 

Wherefore let it modestly be suggested that critical appraisers 
of literature are best suited to humble labor on their narrow 
literary lasts. Not theirs to render what only God All-Knowing 
is qualified to render: authoritative pronouncements on such 
primal and final matters as life and death. Indeed it would seem 
advisable that all who touch such topics should, from the outset 
bow reverently to that which in Ireland, the land of Father 
Hopkins 5 death, is with faith-founded reason called: The Blessed 
Will of God. 

But if discussion of what might have been is on the whole 
futile, plain statement of what actually transpired is not. Father 
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Hopkins did die at the age of forty-five, as many a worthy man 
before him had done; and dying piously in the Lord, passed to 
that land of human heart’s desire, where “God shall wipe away 
all tears from their eyes, and death shall be no more, nor 
mourning nor crying, nor sorrow shall be any more, for the 
former things are passed away.” But before death he expressed 
himself to an effect that should with finality lay to rest any valid 
doubt concerning himself and his happiness. 

For after being duly prepared for his passage into eternity by 
the comforting rites of the Church, he broke in upon the hush 
of his sickroom with a whisper of words that tendered lucid 
witness to the serenity of his contented soul. “I am so happy,” 
he said. “I am so happy.” Unlike many a brother-poet of morally 
carefree habits, he sounded strangely unfrustrated. Which stated, 
need anything further be added, any more conclusive period put 
to the idly controverted subject of the life, lot, and death of 
Gerard Hopkins, priest of the Society of Jesus and poet after 
Christ’s own Heart? v 



AN INTERPRETIVE GLOSSARY OF 
DIFFICULT WORDS IN 
THE POEMS 

Raymond V. Schoder, S.J. 

By Way of Introduction : Hopkins 9 Diction 

The worst stumbling block in the path of the curious or in- 
tently earnest reader who is trying to gain a firsthand knowledge 
of Hopkins’ poetry is, beyond doubt, the frequent obscurity of 
his diction. Confronted on all hands by words which convey 
little or no' clearly defined meaning, many a new reader only too 
naturally withdraws in uneasy dismay to other fields where his 
good will runs a better chance of being more considerately re- 
ceived. And even the persistent student often feels that his 
patient efforts to pluck the meat from these obviously rich poems 
are being fruitlessly shattered against the adamant shell of an 
unmeaning vocabulary. Frequently, too, quite false interpreta- 
tions of a poem are arrived at because the reader has by-passed 
or misapprehended some important word or words in the text. 

All this is a great loss, for Hopkins’ thought is always valuable 
and distinctive. To grasp it in its fulness, with clarity and em- 
pathy, is a poetic experience of an uncommonly high ai d satis- 
fying order. Such an understanding requires, of course, more 
than a knowledge of words. One must draw upon adequate 
acquaintance with the complex religious, philosophical, literary, 
and personal background of Hopkins’ highly wrought expression. 
But the first and most crucial requirement is a reasonably accu- 
rate awareness of the intent of his words and of their connotative 
background, however unusual the language may be. v For Hop- 
kins’ diction is something apart, as characteristic and distinctive 
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as his rhythm or prose style. As Dr. Pick says, “He uses almost 
a new language, and doesn’t provide a dictionary.” 1 

Two factors render his diction difficult : coinage of new words 
or new senses for old words and employment of provincial or 
dialectical usage. What appear at first to be archaisms are usu- 
ally not so. They are but borrowings from the living dialect of 
the common people or of particular regions whose speech Hop- 
kins had made booty of in his eager chase for the precise, the 
living, the more colorful word. They are very seldom studied 
revivals of truly archaic language, and even then find place in 
his poems only because Hopkins believes their disappearance a 
great loss to the vigor and expressiveness of artistic English: “I 
am learning Anglosaxon and it is a vastly superior thing to what 
we have now. ... It makes one weep to think what English 
might have been . . .” (B 163, 162). For Hopkins was ardently 
convinced that the key to a restored vigor in poetry was to break 
away from artificial Victorian poets’ cant (Bridges’ “continuous 
literary decorum”) and write one’s thoughts straight out in the 
natural rhythm and vocabulary of living popular English: “I 
cut myself off from the use of ere , o'er, wellnigh, what time, 
say not (for do not say), because, though dignified, they neither 
belong to nor ever cd. arise from, or be the elevation of, ordinary 
modem speech. For it seems to me that the poetical language of 
an age shd. be the current language heightened, to any degree 
heightened and unlike itself, but not (I mean normally: passing 
freaks and graces are another thing) an obsolete one. This is 
Shakespeare’s and Milton’s practice and the want of it will be 
fatal to Tennyson’s Idylls and plays, to Swinburne, and perhaps 
to Morris” (B 89). In accordance with this belief, we find 
Hopkins perpetually interested in words and in the common 
speech. Both the Notebooks and the Letters are full of this eager- 
ness. We find him jotting down apt words or phrases, noting 

1 John Pick, Gerard Manley Hopkins , Priest and Poet (Oxford Univ. 
Press, 1942), p. 1 01. The reference is primarily to Hopkins’ Commentary 
on the Spiritual Exercises, but it fits the poems with slight qualification. 
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local dialect and phonetics, reporting expressions he has heard a 
lay brother or a farmer or a workman use, dabbling in Maltese, 
Welsh, Egyptian, and comparative philology, asking experts for 
aid in determining the precise technical term for something or 
in defining dialectical equivalents. On the other hand, he often 
tries his hand at coining just the right expression for some act 
or object, using this in a poem or making a memorandum of it 
for possible future use. 2 What he is always seeking is the mot 
juste . 

That this often led to obscurity is only natural. Hopkins was 
aware of the danger and admitted it: “This is a terrible business 
about my sonnet ‘Have fair fallen’, for I find that I still ‘make 
myself misunderstood/ ” 3 “No doubt my poetry errs on the side 
of oddness. . . . But ‘inscape’ is what I above all aim at in 
poetry. Now it is the virtue of design, pattern, or inscape to be 
distinctive and it is the vice of distinctiveness to become queer. 
This vice I cannot have escaped. However, ‘winding the eyes’ 
is queer only if looked at from the wrong point of view. ...” 4 
“I can well understand that ‘what there is unusual in expression 
in my verse is less pleasant when you are in that sort of weak 
state’, for I find myself that when I am tired things of mine 
sound strange, forced, and without idiom which had pleased me 
well enough in the fresh heat of composition. But then the 
weaker state is the less competent and really critical” (3 136- 
137) . “I am sure I have gone far enough in oddities and running 
rhymes . . . into the next line” (B 250). The misunderstanding 
with which his poems so often met, for reasons of rhythm and 
content as well as diction, pained and disappointed him, but 
could not force him to abandon his convictions. He bursts out 

3 Sometimes his memory betrayed him in this, as when he wrote to Dixon 
of his poem 35: Ribblesdale, “Louche d is a coinage of mine, and is to mean 
much the same as slouched, slouching” (D 109) ; but, as Bridges says in his 
note, the word had recognized standing in the dialect dictionaries. Hopkins 
had probably picked up the word somewhere, then forgotten about it and 
thought he had created it. 

3 B 174; the sonnet mentioned is 21, Henry Purcell. 

4 B 66; the reference is to Poems 10.9. 
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on Bridges: “You give me a long jobation about eccentricities. 
Alas, I have heard so much about and suffered so much for and 
in fact been so completely ruined for life by my alleged singu- 
larities that they are a sore subject” (B 126). 

Admitting his obscurity, he will not abjure it. He protests that 
the trouble lies not in his words but in the reader’s unawareness 
of their meaning. He is ready to explain terms "when asked, and 
even proposed writing brief prose ‘arguments’ for each poem, 
or at least the harder ones. As he says of his poem 49, Rodriguez , 
“The sonnet (I say it snorting) aims at being intelligible” 
(B 293). Even so, obscurity is not wholly evil: “. . . that is the 
main thing, to be correct; if I am that, that is the great point 
gained” (B 213). He even defends apparent obscurity: “Granted 
that it [the Wreck of the Deutschland ] needs study and is ob- 
scure, for indeed I was not over-desirous that the meaning of 
all should be quite clear, at least unmistakable, you might, with- 
out the effort that to make it all out would seem to have re- 
quired, 5 have nevertheless read it so that lines and stanzas should 
be left in the memory and superficial impressions deepened, and 
have liked some without exhausting all. I am sure I have read 
and enjoyed pages of poetry that way. Why, sometimes one 
enjoys and admires the very lines one cannot understand, as for 
instance Tf it were done when ’tis done’ sqq. [Macbeth 1.7.1-], ' 
which is all obscure and disputed, though how fine it is every- 
body sees and nobody disputes” (B 50). Hence, what seems at 
first sight meaningless will yield up its sense when one brings to 
it the requisite background and analytic study. Then it will be 
seen to have hidden something too definite and important to the 
whole to have been sacrificed for mere simplicity of diction: 
“Obscurity I do and will try to avoid so far as is consistent with 
excellences higher than clearness at a first reading” (B 54). 
“Epic and drama and ballad and many, most, things should be 
at once intelligible; but everything need not and cannot be. 

• It is, then, Hopkins implies, clear in itself if only the reader will work 
it out. 
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Plainly if it is possible to express a subtle and recondite thought 
on a subtle and recondite subject in a subtle and recondite way 
and with great facility and perfection, in the end something 
must be sacrificed, with so trying a task, in the process, and this 
may be the being at once, nay perhaps even the being without 
explanation at all, intelligible” (B 265-6). “One of two kinds 
of clearness one shd. have — either the meaning to be felt with- 
out effort as fast as one reads or else, if dark at first reading, 
when once made out to explode 55 (B 90) . , 

Scheme of the Glossary 

It is the aim of the following glossary to break down as much 
as possible the mystery which overclouds many of Hopkins’ 
words. This will allow the general reader to understand more 
fully the basic meaning of the poems. Unless one knows the in- 
tent of the words it is hopeless to try to fathom the further prob- 
lems of thought, metaphor, or religious-philosophical back- 
ground. But if the words are clear, one is at least building on 
solid and objective ground when attempting an analysis of the 
higher meaning. To proceed otherwise is to theorize in a vacuum. 

Some of the difficulties of diction have been explained by 
Bridges, mostly through citation of Hopkins’ own exegesis. A, 
few more have been clarified by various critics, others misin- 
terpreted by them. The present glossary is the result of first- 
hand analysis of the whole corpus of Hopkins’ writings, prose as 
well as poetry, to allow the poet’s own explanations and parallel 
usage priority of appeal. All words were then traced down in the 
great Oxford English Dictionary , 6 Webster's New International 7 
and Halliwell’s Dictionary of Archaic and Provincial Words 8 
to discover their full connotative range and historical develop- 

* The Oxford English Dictionary, ed. by Murray & Onions, new edition, 13 
volumes (Oxford Univ. Press, 1933). 

7 G. and G. Merriam Go., 1933. 

•James O. Halliwell, A Dictionary of Archaic and Provincial Words 
(Routledge, 1924)- 
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ment. The meanings are arranged so that the one(s) which the 
context seems to demand come first. Meanings which are practi- 
cally synonymous with one another are divided by commas; 
groups of somewhat different meanings are set off by semi- 
colons; and where sometimes very remote meanings for the par- 
ticular context are cited so that all the word’s possibilities may 
be clear, these unlikely connotations are set off from the preced- 
ing by a dash. The words are cited in the order of the poems 
in which they occur, but an alphabetical index is also appended. 

Since this is an interpretive glossary, comments and argu- 
mentation are introduced where necessary, but in general the 
meanings given are directly based on the various sources above 
cited. In the case of coined words or senses, the interpretation 
is of course my own deduction from considerations of context 
and Hopkins’ usage. The meanings given are not set forth as 
definitive for a particular passage, but only as the objective 
evidence of what the word does mean in accepted usage. If 
Hopkins misunderstood a word, or used it in an unrecognized 
sense, or gave it some new twist and technicality of meaning, it 
is the province of literary criticism to determine so by authentic 
methods. But at least here is what the word should mean, and 
the necessary starting point for deciding on its actual force in 
context. 

One essays a task like this glossary with some misgivings. 
Echoing in the ears is Hopkins’ parenthetical cry when inter- 
preting for Bridges some puzzling words in an early draft of 1 1 , 
The Sea and the Skylark: “Rash-fresh more (it is dreadful to 
explain these things in cold blood) means a headlong and ex- 
citing new snatch of singing ...” 9 Then too, some words will 
not co-operate and yield up any definite sense which wholly sat- 
isfies; we can only list their possibilities for private preferential 
choice. But there is consolation here, for we find that Hopkins 
himself did not always know what some of his rare words meant ! 
In the Journal for June 12, 1874 (N 196) we find: “Much 

9 B 164. Note, however, that Hopkins himself does explain. 
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sense of growth in bare oaks and much cast (so I have written: 
I hardly understand it) in the boulder.” Finally, if anyone feels 
a bit exasperated with Hopkins for sometimes going too far in 
his search for the secret word to hit off his intention precisely, 
and instead burying the sense in the senseless, 10 let him recall 
Hopkins’ friendly plea for reconciliation : . . propitiate Lang, 

set me right with him; not in the literary way but personally; 
make him understand that those snags that are in my style are 
not in my heart and temper” (B 158-159). 

GLOSSARY 

The * indicates a dialectical, provincial, or archaic word or 
sense; the # signifies that the word or sense is coined by Hop- 
kins; a dash precedes unlikely meanings. Numerals preceding the 
titles of poems indicate their numbering in Poems. Numerals 
preceding words in glossary indicate line numbers of the poem. 
(In the case of The Wreck of the Deutschland numerals before 
words indicate stanza and line.) 

3 The Habit of Perfection 

1 1 Ruck: heap, throng; general run of things; rubbish, 
nonsense. ( Contrast ruck , 36.12.) 

11 Reel: noise, tumult; whirling movement, stagger; 
dance. 

12 Coils: wrap in coils, ensnare; constrain; * thrash. 

13 Hutch : hut, pen, confining abode; small box. 

4 The Wreck of the Deutschland 

2.8 Laced: confine, as the waist, by drawing laces tight; 
bind; —beat, punish. 

3.2 Hurtle: clashing sound, clatter; dashing together, 
collision, conflict; rush (Cf. 49.8). 

10 Cf. B 163, on an early draft of The Sea and the Skylark : “The sonnet 
you ask about is the greatest offender in its way that you could have found. It 
was written in my salad days, my Welsh days, when I was fascinated with 
cynghanedd or consonant-chime, and, as in Welsh englyns, ‘the sense/ as one 
of themselves said, ‘gets the worst of it.* ” 
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3.4 Spell: (noun) time, period of anguished struggle; 
as a verb, spell could mean : * signify, import ( “that 
spells ruin” ) ; * utter, declare, tell. 

4.4 Combs: (of a wave, etc.) break with white foam, 
roll over, form crest; (trans. ) divide into ordered 
grooves, rake (Cf. 51.6, where Bridges, without 
authorization, substitutes moulds for MS combs). 

4.6 Roped: fed by, connected by twirling trickles to the 
spring (see Bridges’ note). 

4.7 Fells: hill, small mountain; upland moor; field on 
side or top of a hill (Cf. 15.3). 

4.7 Voel: (Welsh) bare hill. The reference is to the hill 
near St. Beuno’s college: “. . . with Fr. Morris up 
the Voel” ( Jnl. , Sept. 8, 1874: N 21 1). 

4.7 Vein: * rivulet, streamlet (a different use than 
4 - 33 - 5 )• 

4.8 Proffer: (a substantive: gospel-proffer; viz., grace). 

5.5 Damson: small dark purple plum (prunus dama- 
scena) . 

5.7 Instressed: # to feel a vivid impact of something 
with concentration and many associations, to dwell 
on, realize, emphasize (cf. N 349: “a dwelling on 
his own beauty, an instressing of his own inscape” 
— referring to Lucifer) ; often akin to Einfuehlung, 
empathy; the forceful impression made on a be- 
holder by the inner energies of a thing’s being. (Cf. 
B 88; D 37, 63, 68; N 98— a still different sense. 
Contrast also outstress in N 344, meaning God’s ac- 
tivity outward, ‘ad extra.’) See on 27.7 ( The Hand- 
some Heart), and for further prose uses the index 
toN. 

8.3 Sloe: the dark purple, sharply sour tasting fruit of 
the blackthorn (prunus spinosa). 

9.3 Wring: rack, afflict, vex, distress; twist. (Cf. 17.62 
for the intransitive sense.) 
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n,8 Cringe: (trans.) distort, contract, draw in; (in- 
trans.) cower; here probably # causative: make to 
cringe, cower. 

12.3 Tell: count, enumerate. (Cf. 32.13; 34.3; 53-2.) 

12.7 Bay: (architectural metaphor) large partially en- 
closed space. (Cf. Jnl. , Nov. 20, 1869: . . in 

opposite bays of the sky.” N 125.) 

12.8 Reeve: tie fast, attach to something, by passing rope 
through holes (a nautical metaphor, to which 
Bridges, in his note ad loc ., p. 100, strangely takes 
exception) ; — * gather in the folds of a garment. 
(Cf. on 39.10.) 

14.3 Combs: crest, ridge, long narrow hill. (Not to be 
confused with the comb of 33.3 which = coomb). 
Cf. N 164: “the comb or crest” of a wave. 

14.8 Wind: (nautical technical term) guide course, make 
turn about for some goal. (A different word from 
the wind of 10.9, 17.28, 32.3.) 

16.8 Burl: # noun from * verb, to bubble up (as a foun- 
tain or spring) ; to rotate, spin with a whizzing noise 
(=Scotch verb birl) ; — as a noun, burl properly 
means a knot in wood. (Cf. 54.12; also N 135: “the 
burly waterbacks which heave after heave kept tum- 
bling up.” At N 201, 208, 332-5, 338, burl — vor- 
tex, twirl.) 

19.3 Hawling: #, not a recognized word; probably in- 
tended as equivalent for ‘howling 5 ; — old spelling 
for ‘hauling. 5 

19.4 Rash: (Scotch), a wind-driven rainfall; crash; as 
verb, * to rush, dash violently; as adjective, vigor- 
ous, urgent, quick. (Cf. rash-fresh, 11.6; rash, 58. 
109.) 

19.4 Sloggering: to strike hard, assail with blows. 

19.6 Fetch:* stretch, reach; trick, stratagem; deep, pain- 
ful breath. 
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20.2 Coifed: with close-fitting cap. 

21.6 Unchancelling: #; ‘chancel’ means sanctuary, the 
part of a church near the altar and closed off from 
those not officiating by a lattice or screen. 

22.1 Sake: * sign, mark, outer meaning, as in ‘name- 
sake,’ ‘for the sake of.’ (See on 21.10.) 

23.4 Love sc ape: # the very pattern, heart, essence of 
love, viz., Christ. See appendix to glossary on scape 
and inscape. 

24.6 Quails: If ‘throng* refers to the other passengers, 
this word has its common intrans. sense: cower; if 
to the throng of snowflakes, quails will be trans.: 
cause to quail, daunt, terrify; or * overpower, de- 
stroy. 

27.8 Burly: (cf. hurly-burly): tumult, disturbance. 

29.3 Shock: probably a substantive in opposition to 
“night,” hence meaning: conflict, crashing struggle; 
— as adjective, shock means only: shaggy, with 
thick hair. 

32.2 Yore-flood: #, probably the Deluge; perhaps the 
primal waters of Genesis, divided by the Creator 
when land was brought forth at His will. 

33.5 Vein: * inclination, desire; natural tendency, talent; 
trait, mood; — a deposit, as of minerals. Note B 170: 
‘he had a real vein’ (i.e., talent) ; ‘vein of beauty’ 
54.4, B 250; contrast vein at 4.4.7. 

34.8 Shire: district, county; town; as Bridges notes, ‘it 
is the special favoured landscape visited by the 
shower.’ 

35.5 Cresseted: #, from the cresset-light, a blazing oil 
in a hollow of stone, a beacon. 

Penmaen Pool 

5 Dart: hurl, send out swiftly. 

8 Sculls : oar at stem, twisted from side to side; a 
boat so propelled. 
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ii Hobs and nobs : to drink together, be on intimate 
terms (== ‘give and take’; derived from ‘have and 
have not’). 

27 Roundels: hollow ring, circle. 

8 The Starlight Night 

4 Delves: pit, den. 

6 Whitebeam: the sorbus aria , a tree with white silky 
hair under its leaves. 

6 Abeles: white poplar. (A two-syllable word.) 

11 Sallows: low, brush-shaped willows (‘salix’). 

9 Spring 

10 Strain: inherited quality from ancestors; tune (Cf. 
27.14). 

10 The Lantern Out of Doors 

9 Wind: * for ‘wend,’ go, especially in wandering 
course. . I mean that the eye winds / only in 
the sense that its focus or point of sight winds and 
that coincides with a point of the object and winds 
with that. For the object, a lantern passing further 
and further away and bearing now east, now west 
of one right line, is truly and properly described as 
winding. That is how it should be taken then.” 
(B 66-67.) (See above, on 4.14.8, for distinctions 
between this and other words.) 

1 1 The Sea and the Skylark 

2 Trench: touch, encroach on; make a groove in. 

2 Ramps: rush about in rage; as of a horse : to rear on 
hind feet as if to climb the air. 

4 Wear: (technical sense, of the sun and moon) go 
on, move slowly; endure, resist attrition. 

6 Rash-fresh: “headlong and exciting new snatch of 
singing” (B 164). 

Stanza 2 is explained at length by Hopkins in B 164 
(quoted by Bridges in his note to this poem). 
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12 The Windhover 

1 Minion: sovereign’s favorite, darling, pet, ‘creature.’ 

4 Rung: (technical term of falconry) to rise spirally 
in flight ; go about in rings or circles. 

10 Buckle: (intrans.) come to close quarters, grapple 
with, engage, join in close fight (cf. I Henry VI, 
1.2.95; 5-3-28) > — put on armor for contest, buckle 
on armor; crumple, collapse under pressure (these 
senses do not seem to fit the context. See the analysis 
of The Windhover in this volume). 

12 Sillion: (* spelling for ‘selion’) a strip or ridge of 
land between two furrows dividing plots in the open- 
field system, a ‘narrow land.’ 

1 3 Pied Beauty 

2 Brinded: * for ‘brindled’; tawny or brownish surface 
streaked with other hues or spotted. 

3 Moles: * spot, stain, as on cloth. 

5 Fold: plain earth, ground; enclosed yard, farmstead; 
the ridge of a field. Cp. N 123: “Br. Sidgreaves has 
heard the high ridges of a field called folds and the 
hollow between the drip.” 

14 Hurrahing in Harvest 

1 Stooks: shock, stock, cock, sheaf of hay or com. Cf. 
Jnl. for Aug. 8, 1 874 : . the sheaves were scattered 

and left in the rain, not made into stooks (which by 
the by the Devonshire people call shocks) (N 200) 

3 Sack: a flowing silk cape attached to the shoulders 
of the 1 8th Century French gown, and falling down 
to form a train. (The clouds are cirrus, the ‘meal- 
drift’ cirro-cumulus.) 

4 Meal-drift: soft, powdery. Cf. Early Diary, 1866 
(N 53) : “Mealy clouds with a not brilliant moon.” 

4 Moulded: mix, blend; form, shape. Cf. “moulded 
clouds” at N 141, 143, 147. 
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15 The Gaged Skylark 

1 Scanted: confine, restrict. 

3 Fells: elevated wild field, down, moor; * hill. (Cf. 
4.4.7.) 

16 In the Valley of the Elwy 

9 Combes : * for coomb: a hollow steep valley closed 
in at the head in crescent form by scooped out hill; 
(in S.E. England) a ravine. (See on comb in 
33 - 3 -) 

17 The Loss of the Eurydice 

6 Furled: “How are hearts of oak furled? Well, in 
sand and sea water. . . . You are to suppose a 
stroke or blast in a forest of ‘hearts of oak 5 (=, ad 
propositum, sound oak-timber) which at one blow 
both lays them low and buries them in broken earth. 
Furling ( ferrule is a blunder for furl , I think) is 
proper when said of sticks and staves. 55 (B 52.) Cf. 
F 133: cc Ferrule — I have heard this pronounced 
furl.” 

16 Bole: stem, trunk. (Cf. 43.9.) 

28 Wind: move sinuously; * writhe, squirm; * leap. 
The idea intended seems to be ‘swirl. 5 (For distinc- 
tions, see on 4.14.8.) 

29 Keep: strong-hold, fortress within a castle. Caris- 
brook is a famous hill-top castle, with a keep, in the 
city of that name on the Isle of Wight. 

61 Gullies: #, meaning: engulf, swallow (built either 
on the ‘gully 5 meaning ‘ravine 5 or ‘gully 5 the * form 
of ‘gullet 5 ) . 

62 Wrings: (intrans.) writhe and struggle in anguish; 
suffer. (Cf. the trans. use of the word at 4.9.3.) 

64 Sea-swill: #, from the verb swill: to swish and dash 
about water to clean something. 

68 Rivelling: * wrinkle, shrivel (either intrans. or causa- 
tive). 
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94 Wilaworth: #, probably referring to the daring 
courage of the crew, hence: virtue or character all 
about us, as though springing up wild in the soil of 
human nature. 

99 Riving: tear away from; rend, tear asunder, split 
apart. 

1 19 Fresh: (substantive) flood, tide, rush of new water 
in a river or sea. 

Hopkins explains much in the poem in B 52-54 
(part in Bridges’ note). 

18 The May Magnificat 

21 Bugle: a blue plant growing in English fields (ajuga 
reptans). See on 83.15. 

25 Sizing: assume size, increase, swell. (Cf. Keats, En- 
dymion 3.206: ‘size and swell’.) See also on 47.11. 

39 Thorp: hamlet, village. 

42 Brakes : thicket, clump of bushes. (Cf. 50.9.) 

20 Duns Sgotus’s Oxford 

2 Rook-racked: #, probably referring to rooks sitting 
in rows on the trees; — the noun * rack = a thin 
cloud; or possibly ‘tormented (racked; cf. 32.13) 
by noise of rooks.’ 

4 Coped: with monk’s garb; fought against, matched; 
vaulted. 

‘2i Henry Purcell 

6 Nursle: to nurse, foster; * to nuzzle. 

10 SakeSy Moonmarks: see B 83 (quoted in Bridges’ 
note). 

13 Wuthering: “. . . a Northcountry word for the 
noise and rush of wind: hence Emily Bronte’s 
‘Wuthering Heights’ ” (B 83) . 

Some further points of meaning, especially of the 
first line, are explained at B 1 70-1 74. For lines 
7-8, “forged feature . . . abrupt self” see appendix 
to glossary, on inscape . 
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22 Peace 

4 Own: “ ‘Own my heart’ is merely ‘my own heart,’ 
transposed for rhythm’s sake and then tamquam 
exquisitius, as Hermann would say.” (B 196.) 

6 Daunting: (noun) intimidation, dispiriting, discour- 
aging; vanquishing. 

7 Reaving: “ ‘Reave’ is for rob, plunder, carry off.” 
(B 196.) (Cf. 35.12.) 

9 Plumes: preen, dress feathers; — pluck feathers. 

23 The Bugler’s First Communion 

10 Fain: eager, quick (* construed with ‘of). 

12 H ousel: consecrated Species of the Eucharist (wafer 
form). 

18 Squander : scatter, disperse, drive off pell-mell. 

30 Fretted: adorned with intricate interlaced pattern, 
as carved or wrought work; ringed. (Cf. 37.101; 
48.9.) 

39 Brow and bead of being: = small upshoot of being. 

42 Rankle: fester (as a wound) ; chafe, fret. 

43 Backw keels: #, probably an allusion to the Wheel 
of Fortune, or to a military manoeuvre. 

46 Brandle : * shake, rock, make totter. 

46 Ride: probably referring to the motion of overlap- 
ping slabs, as in an earthquake. 

24 Morning Midday and Evening Sacrifice 

Last stanza explained in B 97-98 (quoted in Bridges’ 
note). 

25 Andromeda 

1 Time 3 s Andromeda: probably the Church. 

8 Rife: * quick, ready, disposed to act; abundant, rich. 

26 The Candle Indoors 

4 Trambeams: silk threads used in weft or cross- 
threads of finest silk and velvet are called trams , 
hence the idea here is probably of wavy silk-like 
beams of light flickering in the dark and fog; — tram, 
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also means rail of a miners' cart or of a street-car; 
also the shafts or handles along the sides of a barrow. 

4 Truckle: quail, cower, yield to timidly; be servile, 
obsequious. Hence probably: bashfully draw back, 
timidly flee on contact with the eye (note “to-fro"), 
for they are so weak and gossamer that in the haze 
one now sees them, now does not; further, such 
beam effects in optical phenomena are best noted 
with half-closed squinting eyes and tend to vanish 
when the vision is fully open (“at the eye," i.e., face- 
to-face with, in the presence of, the eyes, as in “at 
the sight"). — Truckle also means : * to roll; * traffic, 
deal, barter (with ‘with 5 ). 

27 The Handsome Heart 

7 Self-instressed: #, here = impelled by its own inner 
impulse or natural dynamism (equivalent to Aris- 
totle’s energeia ) ; a different sense than that in 4.5.7. 

14 Strain: tenor, tone of conduct; mood, temper; in- 
herited quality; effort. (Cf. 9.10.) 

29 Felix Randal 

1 Farrier : blacksmith, horse-shoer (from Lat. ferra- 
rius). 

8 Road: way, manner; course of action; path. 

14 Fettle: * arrange, make ready, prepare. 

30 Brothers 

16 Byplay : (theatrical metaphor) action aside from 
main events on the stage. 

34 Give tongue: to bark, give forth hunting cry when on 
scent or in sight of quarry. “It means, so to say, ‘And 
by George, sir, when the young dog opened his 
mouth at last he did make a noise and no mistake.’ " 

(Bin.) 

31 Spring and Fall 

8 Wanwood: # = unwooded trees, which seem to 
have lost their essence. Wan- is an old prefix paral- 
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leling un- or dis- (as in ‘wanease,’ ‘wanworth’ ) ; 
— as an adjective, wan means gloomy, dark, sad, 
dismal; pale; weak (as of smiles). 

8 Leaf meal: # leaf by leaf (Cf. ‘piecemeal’). 

32 Spelt from Sibyl’s Leaves 

1 Attuneable: probably intended to mean: harmoniz- 
ing, blended. 

3 Hornlight: # soft yellow evening glow, as of light 
through scraped-hom shield of old type lantern (cf. 
Rich. III. 1. 1 2. 2 ‘lantern homes’; Silas Marner, 
opening of Chap. V). So Hopkins notes, Jnl., Oct. 
25, 1870: “In the sunset all was big and there was 
a world of swollen cloud holding the yellow-rose 
light like a lamp” (N 136), and for May 24, 1871 : 
“It was a glowing yellow sunset.” (N 147.) It is 
not likely that hornlight here means ‘homed moon,’ 
as it is generally assumed, partly because the crescent 
moon is visible in the evening only one or two days 
each month, hence is not characteristic; further- 
more, the hoarlight below is in evident parallelism, 
as the bleak gray tone of the upper sky when the 
blue has left and black has not yet taken over. 

7 Round: * counsel; — whisper, address. 

9 Damask: adorn with variegated pattern, etch, espe- 
cially in black on steely white as in Damascene sword 
designs. Cf. Jnl. for Apr. 22, 1871: “But such a lovely 
damasking in the sky as today I never felt before.” 
(N 143.) Also for Dec. 19, 1872: “Where the snow 
lies as in a field the damasking of white light and 
silvery shade may be watched indeed till brightness 
and glare is all lost in a perplexity of shadow.” 
(N 1 7 1.) For a closely related passage to this line 
see N 186, “Two beautiful sights . . .” 

12 Reckon: * consider; enumerate, count over. 
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12 Reck: heed, regard; be aware of, know. 

13 Tell: matter, be of account; have marked effect, be 
striking, emphatic; count, enumerate; tally ; pro- 
claim, announce (intrans.) ; tell off strictly is a mili- 
tary term, to count off some of a group and set apart 
for a special function, or (intransitively) to number 
selves off in succession, as ranks of troops. The point 
here is that these two basic principles, right and 
wrong, divide all reality among themselves into two 
opposing groups. The word has various different 
senses in 4.12.3; 34.3; 53.2. 

33 Inversnaid 

1 Burn: * (Dialect of North England) spring, brook, 
fount of water ( = ‘bourne’ ) . Note that the word is 
synonymous with brook below, in line 10. 

3 Coop: cage, prison, place of confinement. 

3 Comb: narrow valley, end-closed ravine (South 
England, for coomb) ; see on 16.9. Perhaps with an 
overtone reference to the verb comb : to break in 
white foam, roll over and form crest (of a wave) ; 
see this usage at 4.14.3. 

4 Flutes: form into flutings, channels; sing, make 
music. 

6 T windles: # as a verb, from the * noun ‘twindle’ : 
twin; thus, to form twin parts, break up into two 
sections. 

9 Degged: * sprinkled, dampened. 

10 Braes: (Scotch) bank, slope, steep side of hill or 
valley. 

1 1 Heathpacks: #, patches of heath (the shrub erica). 

11 Flitches: slice, strip (strictly of a tree-trunk cut 
lengthwise, with bark as one of the surfaces). 

12 Bead bonny: #; bonny = fair, beautiful (Cf. “bon- 
niest,” 48.10). 
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34 “As Kingfishers Catch Fire . . 

3 Tucked : * pluck, pull; contract; -—draw up into 
pleats. 

3 Tells: proclaim, broadcast, announce (intrans.) ; i.e., 
sounds out clearly. (See on tell at 4.12.3; 32.13; 
53.2.) Cf. N 342 : “All things are charged with 
God . . . ring and tell of Him.” 

9 Justices : used here in special theological sense: to 
act in a godly manner, live fully energized by grace, 
justness, sanctity; also, radiating the divine life of 
grace. In ordinary usage, the verb justice is archaic, 
meaning: bring to justice, administer justice. 

35 Ribblesdale 

1 Throng : “I mean ‘throng’ for an adjective as we 
use it here in Lancashire.” (D 109; quoted in 
Bridges’ note.) 

2 Touched : “. . . a coinage of mine and is to mean 
much the same as slouched, slouching” (ibid.). But 
as Bridges notes, the word is recognized by the dia- 
lect dictionaries. 

6 Dealt, deal: bestow on; — * divide, apportion. 

7 Down: probably metaphor from duck’s down, re- 
ferring to the fluffy grass (the “louch£d low grass” 
of line 2 ) ; —down as a noun also means: an upland 
pasture. 

7 Reel: * dash about wildly; move irregularly, move to 
and fro. 

10 Dogged: obstinate, persistent; — cruel, malicious, sul- 
len. 

12 Reave: plunder, pillage, despoil, rob. (See note on 
22.7.) 

36 The Leaden Echo and the Golden Echo 

12 Ruck: crease, fold, wrinkle. (Contrast ruck at 3.1 1.) 

27 Fleet: fly, move swiftly; * glide away like a stream, 
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vanish, * disintegrate, waste away, fade; * float, 
drift with current. 

42 Fashed: weary; worried, troubled. 

42 Cogged: deceived, cheated; loaded (of falsified 
dice). 

The meaning of lines 38-39 is explained in B 159: 
“. . . means ‘Nay more: the seed that we so care- 
lessly and freely flung into the dull furrow, and then 
forgot it, will have come to ear meantime,’ etc.” 

37 The Blessed Virgin Compared to the Air We Breathe 

5 Flixed: flix means fur, down, hair. Cf. N 1 24 : “flix 
or fleece” of cloud. 

79 Shot : metaphor from shot silk, whose woof and warp 
are of different colors, so that the whole takes on 
various tints according to the angle and the light. 

100 Flecks: spot of light, speck, patch, as of sun or fire. 
(Cf. Longfellow, The Building of the Ship 89: 
“shadows . . . broken by many a sunny fleck.”) 

10 1 Fret: * ring, ferrule; ornamental interlacing net pat- 
tern. (Cf. 23.30; also “fretting” at N 143, 140, 125, 

1550 

39 The Soldier 

6 Dears: *, for ‘endears.’ 

10 Handle : the MS has only reave here, which Bridges 
has replaced with handle (see his note). But there 
seems to be no difficulty with the original word, for it 
means ‘to pass a rope through holes’ as in several 
nautical operations (cf. 4.12.8), hence here stands 
for competency as a sailor, ‘knowing the ropes,’ just 
as the preceding line refers to skill in soldiering. The 
word, however, is usually spelled reeve in this sense; 
note the different word and meaning at 22.7; 35.12. 
41 “No Worst, There Is None . . .” 

8 Fell: savage, cruel, fierce; deadly, dire; * shrewd, 
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cunning. Fell is a noun in its other occurrences; see 
on 4.4.7; 15.3; 45.1. 

42 Tom’s Garland 

2 Fallowbootfellow: #, = now-idle-companion, from 
adj. fallow: idle, unworked; also * brownish or red- 
dish yellow color, as of withered leaves. 

12 Mammocks: break up, cut into shreds; here “dis- 
figure” (see Bridges’ note). 

15 Undenizened: #, from verb denizen , here mean- 
ing: unnaturalized, alien, without citizen-rights; dis- 
enfranchised. 

Much of the poem’s meaning is explained by Hop- 
kins in B 272-274 (quoted in Bridges’ note). 

43 Harry Ploughman 

1 Hurdle: wattled grating as temporary fence-section 
or mat to be laid on marshy ground for support; 
frame, cross-bars. 

1 Flue: floating particles of down, wool; fluff; — fish- 
net. Cf. N no: “a slender race of fine flue- 
cloud . . .” 

6 Barrowy: from barrow: a hill, small mountain, 
mound (cf. 65.4); — a carrying-frame. 

7 Curded: knotted, formed into lumps or curds. 

9 Beechbole: beech trunk or stem (cf. 17.16). 

10 Features: (verb) portray, outline. 

16 Churlsgrace: #, churl meaning: man, peasant; vil- 
lain. 

See Bridges’ note on the meaning of the last few lines. 

45 “I Wake and Feel the Fell of Dark . . .” 

1 Fell: * gall, bitterness (cf. the gall of line 9; also, 
Faerie Queene 3.1 1.2: ‘bitter fell’) ; fell also means: 
hill, upland moor; skin, pelt; (as adj.) savage, 
cruel; piercing, painful. Distinguish the word here 
from the fell in 4.4.7; 15.3; 41.8. 
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46 “Patience, Hard Thing . . 

14 Combs: honeycombs. A different use than at 4.14.3; 
33 * 3 > 5 ®* 5 * 

47 “My Own Heart . . .” 

11 Size: assume size, grow, increase. (Cf. 18.25.) 

14 Betweenpie: #, = make pied, produce varicolored 
contrast with and between (Bridges suggests ‘inter- 
variegate’). Cf. Hopkins’ comment on a poem of 
Canon Dixon’s: “. . . I admired it as a happy med- 
ley: I thought the fusion or rather the pieing was 
less happy in the opening of the poem.” (D 97.) 
The verb pie has no recognized standing in this 
exact sense, but only ‘to heap up, jumble,’ as of 
type. 

48 That Nature Is a Heraclitean Fire 

1 Flaunt: (of flowers) wave so as to display beauty; 
(trans.) display ostentatiously; wave gaily. 

1 Chevy: race away, scamper; pursue, chase. 

4 Shivelights: skive — splinter, mote ; * particle of 
thread on surface of cloth, fluff. (Cf. 72.38.) 

6 Peel: rind (hence here, the surface of the earth) ; — 
the word sometimes means: * palisade, rampart; 
* pillow. 

9 Footfretted: #, = stamped into intricate interlaced 
pattern or fretting. (Cf. 23.30.) 

11 Firedint: #, dint means: blow, stroke; impression, 
dent from blow. (In Chaucer, Troilus 5:1505, 
‘thonder-dynt’= crash or stroke of thunder.) 

49 In Honour of St Alphonsus Rodriguez 

8 Hurtle: clashing sound, noise of collision. (Cf. 4.3.2.) 

50 “Thou Art Indeed Just, Lord . . .” 

9 Brakes: thicket, clump of bushes. (Cf. 18.42.) 

11 Chervil: an aromatic herb with curved leaves (an- 
thriscus cerefolium ) . 
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51 To R. B. 

6 Moulds: the MS has here only combs , for which 
Bridges has substituted the present reading, as an 
easier synonym. Combs would mean: put into or- 
der, as by combing. (See on 4.4.4.) 

53 “What Being . . .” 

1 Rank : (adj.) * full-grown, nature; copious, abun- 
dant, luxuriant in growth; * stout, strong. 

2 Tells: * proclaim, publish, announce; count off. 
Cf. on 32.13. 

54 On the Portrait of Two Beautiful Young People 

4 Vein: see on 4.4.7; 4 33.5; cf. B 250, of Canon 
Dixon’s poetry: “there is in him a vein of truly 
matchless beauty : it is not always the whole texture 
but a thread in it and sometimes the whole web is 
of that.” 

8 Heft : weight, bulk, substance; strain; * need, press 
of circumstances. The verb heft ~ to lift up, heave; 
and is sometimes merely a different spelling of haft : 
* to use deceit or trickery; * hold off, demur. 

12 Burling: * bubbling up. (Cf. 4.16.8.) 

12 Barrow: a river in S.E. Ireland, flowing into Water- 
ford estuary. Cf. B 306: “The river is the Barrow, 
which the old Irish poets call the dumb Barrow. I 
call it the burling Barrow brown. Both descriptions 
are true.” 

30 Banes: harm, woe, what causes ruin; * slayer, mur- 
derer. 

56 Ashboughs 

5 Lashtender: #, = tender as eyelash; or as thong, 
cord. 

5 Combs: splays, as in hair-comb or cock’s crest. A 
different word from the comb of 4.14.3; 33.3; 46.14. 

58 St. Winefred’s Well 

15 Bines: flexible shoot of a vine or shrub. 
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34 Mock: sham, pretended, counterfeit. 

75 Fleeced : “I mean the velvetiness of roseleaves, flesh, 
and other things, duvet” (B 215.) 

96 Rushy: producing rushes. 

106 Dene: * dell, valley (North England dialect) ; a low 
bare sand hill near the sea, a dune. (Cf. introduction 
to Act II, p. 75; also 72.4.) 

109 Rash: * rushing, dashing; vigorous, quick (Cf. 
4.19.4; 1 1.6). 

6 1 Cheery Beggar 

5 Lime: lime tree, linden (with fragrant heart-shaped 
yellow leaves). 

63 “The Furl of Fresh-Leaved Dogrose . . 

15 Campion: a rose-like flower (lychnis or agrostemma 
coronaria). 

65 Moonrise 

4 Barrow: * mount, mound, long low hill. (Cf. 43.6.) 

71 “Strike, Churl . . 

1 Heltering: #, — helter-skelter-going, in random 
headlong flight. 

72 Epithalamion 

4 Dene: * dell, valley; low bare sand hill near the sea, 
a dune. (Cf. 58.106.) 

4 Clough: ravine, steep valley. (Rimes with ‘plough.’) 
So N 145. 

4 Cleave: — cleve : a cliff. 

9 Cover: = covert , a shady thicket (so Bridges’ note). 

10 Dither: * tremble, quiver, quake. 

28 Dings: dash, hurl, thrust. 

36 Coffer: a box-like space within a wall or pier filled 
in with rubble. 

37 Selfquained: quain is * for quoin ( = coign): an 
external angle of a wall, comer; wedge-shaped 
block; cornerstone; internal angle, corner. Cf. N 14 1, 
143 “quaining and squaring.” 
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38 Skives: * splinter, particle, tuft. (Cf. 48.4.) 

38 Shoots: (the noun; so Bridges, in note). 

77 A Vision of Mermaids 
15 Strook: = struck. 

40 Gorse: the prickly shrub ulex europaeus; = furze, 
juniper. 

79 Purfled: ‘purfle’ = a border, ornamental fringe, as 
in embroidery. 

106 Pranked: pleated, arranged in folds; adorned. 

79 The Nightingale 

6 Hurst: copse or grove (cf. copse, line 45) ; a wooded 
hill; sand-bank. 

83 Winter with the Gulf Stream 

15 Bugle: homed, as wild ox or * bugle; or blue, like ' 
the plant bugle (as in 18.21). 

28 Brindled: streaked, blinded. 

86 Margaret Clitheroe 

18 Clinching: * for clenching-, close gripping. 

88 O Deus, Ego Amo Te 

10 Cumber: distress, burden, encumbrance; * destruc- 
tion. (Cf. 36.43.) 

APPENDIX 

On Scape and Inscape 

These two words do not occur in the Poems, but are very 
common in the prose works, and both so bothersome and so 
frequently referred to that it seems well to indicate here their 
meaning. 

Scape: strictly only a suffix, as in ‘landscape,’ with the force 
of ‘-ship’ (friendship, guardianship) — state of being something, 
condition, office; etymologically derived from Old English 
‘-schap’ (whence ‘-ship’; cf. German - sc haft ), and used in new 
combinations by artificial back-formation or analogy with ‘land- 
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scape’ (where it has the force of ‘view, vista; sketch, outline, 
design’). Thus G. White, quoting letters of Selboume (1773) : 
“Mr. Ray . . . was so ravished with the prospect that he men- 
tioned these scapes in his book” ; (1776); “He first of all sketches 
his scapes with a lead pencil” ; Daily News, Sept. 3, 1868 : “Some 
of these cloud-scapes are extremely grand”; E. W. Coleridge, 
Christabel 3: “Here was one of those moon-scapes which the 
poet should depict in verse.” 

Hopkins uses scape in the latter way, but as an independent 
word; also in the gerund form, scaping . Bascially, he intends: 
external outline or form, harmonious pattern or design of parts 
and lines; in some passages, the sense is shifted to designate an 
optical illusion of design, a mere appearance or image of some 
ordered pattern. Note scapeless at N 197, and N 193 (“scapeless 
aimless background” of a picture). For a list of the word’s oc- 
currences see the Index to N. The only occurrence in the poems 
is in the compounded form Lovescape, 4.23.4. 

Inscape : #, formed on ‘scape’ as = ‘pattern,’ with prefix to 
emphasize the intrinsic and individual aspect which is in the 
foreground of the word’s connotation. The general distinction 
between scape and inscape is brought out in the Journal entry 
for May 23, 1874 (N 194), describing his impression of Alma 
Tadema’s painting Vintage Festival : “. . . a master of scaping 
rather than of inscape. For vigorous rhetorical but realistic and 
unaffected scaping holds everything but no arch-inscape is 
thought of.” The word, then, stresses the internal scaping or 
design in things, their very soul as beautiful. Out of this basic 
meaning grow various further connotations, for the deciding of 
which the context must be studied. 

The divisions of meaning are these: (1) the intrinsic form 
or activating principle of an object, whether native, as in natural 
bodies like bluebells or trees, or intellectually super-imposed by 
artistic arrangement of parts in an art-work like speech, a poem, 
or a painting; i.e., the philosophers’ forma inf or mans, the ‘soul’ 
or form actuating particular matter and giving it distinct indi- 
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vidual existence outside the mind. In an artifact, this means the 
essential unifying form or design worked into the material by 
the artist to produce a new thing ( poiema ) which will be dis- 
tinctive and a perfect expression of his thought and mood. “Now 
it is the virtue of design, pattern, or inscape to be distinc- 
tive . . . (B66);“. . . inscape (the very soul of art)” (D 135); 
“It is the forg&d feature finds me; it is the rehearsal of own, of 
abrupt self’ (21.7-8); etc. (2) — the most common meaning — 
the intrinsic beauty of a thing, the shining forth or effulgence 
of its form (this is the Scholastic definition of beauty: splendor 
formae ), the glory of its translucent being or “selfbeing” (N 309, 
etc.). For'the true experience of beauty arises only from pene- 
trating, by the mediation of the outer form which is its sensible 
revelation, to the inner form, the in-scape , of the object and 
drinking in its radiant and abundant reality or truths For “It is 
certain that in nature outward beauty is the proof of inward 
beauty, outward good of inward good. Fineness, proportion, of 
feature comes from a moulding force which succeeds in asserting 
itself over the resistance of cumbersome or restraining mat- 
ter. . . . The moulding force, the life, is the form in the philo- 
sophic sense ...” (F 158-159); “. . . what I call inscape, 
that is species or individually-distinctive beauty . . .” (F 225). 
It follows that not all objects perceived in their innermost real- 
ity are in the strict sense beautiful, but only where the reality is 
striking, radiant, over-flowing: “. . . beauty is the virtue of 
inscape, not inscape only” (N 250). Nevertheless, “All the world 
is full of inscape . . .” (N 173), but “I thought how sadly 
beauty of inscape was unknown and buried away from simple 
people and yet how near at hand it was if they had eyes to see it 
and it could be called out everywhere again” (N 1 6 1 ) ; for 
“Unless you refresh the mind from time to time you cannot 
always remember or believe how deep the inscape in things is” 
(N 140), etc. (3) By an extension of meaning, inscape comes 
to signify primarily the outer form in some passages, the shape 
or harmonious lines of an object, with little explicit reference 
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to the underlying intrinsic nature of the object. Here the thing 
in focus is the accidental form, the non-essential structuring, and 
the word differs hardly at all in connotation from scape : 

. . chance left free to act falls into an order as well as pur- 
pose: looking out of my window I caught it (inscape) in the 
random clods and broken heaps of snow made by the cast of a 
broom 55 (N 173-174), etc. (4) Sometimes the word is equiva- 
lent to a subjectively imposed Gestalt which random lines as- 
sume as one suddenly discovers a pattern in them after close 
looking. E.g., “Another night from the gallery window I saw a 
brindled heaven, the moon just marked by a blue spot pushing 
its way through the darker cloud, underneath and on the skirts 
of the rack bold long flakes whitened and swaled like feathers, 
below / the garden with the heads of the trees and shrubs furry 
grey : I read a broad careless inscape flowing throughout 55 
(Ni 5 8). 

Further passages where the word occurs, in one or other of the 
above meanings, may be found by aid of the indexes to the 
prose works. Two passages are of special worth for their sensitive 
beauty: “I looked at some delicate flying shafted ashes — there 
was one especially of single sonnet-like inscape . . . 55 (N211); 
“I do not think I have ever seen anything more beautiful than 
the bluebell I have been looking at. I know the beauty of our 
Lord by it. Its inscape is mixed of strength and grace, like an 
ash. 55 (N 134.) 


INDEX TO THE GLOSSARY 
References are to the poems, by number and line 
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Own 22.4 

Peel 48.6 
Plumes 22.9 
Pranked 77.106 
Proffer 4.4.8 
Purfled 77.79 

Quails 4.24.6 
Quained 72.37 

Ramp 1 1.2 
Rank 53.1 
Rankle 23.42 
Rash 4.19.4; 58.109 
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Reave 22.7; 35.12; 

(3910) 

Reck 32.12 
Reckon 32.12 
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Ride 23.46 
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Roundel 5.27 
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Sake 4.22.1 ; 21.10 
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Scape : Appendix 
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Shire 4.34.8 
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Shock 4.29.3 
Shoots 72.38 
Shot 37.79 
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Sillion 12.12 
Size 47.11 
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Sloe 4.8.3 
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Squander 23.18 
Stooks 1 4. 1 
Strain 9.10; 27.14 
Strook 77.15 


Swill 17.64 
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34 - 3 ; 53-2 
Thorp 18.39 
Throng 35.1 
Tongue, give 30.34 
Trambeams 26.4 
Trench 11.2 
Truckle 26.4 
Tucked 34.3 
Twindles 33.6 

Unchancelling 4.21.6 
Undenizened 42.15 

Vein 4.4.7; 4 33 5; 

54-4 

Voel 4.4.7 

Wanwood 31.8 
Wear 11.4 
Whitebeam 8.6 
Wildworth 17.94 
Wind 4.14.8; 10.9; 
17.28 

Wring 4.9.3; 17.62 
Wuthering 21.13 

Yore-flood 4.32.2 



HOPKINS: POET OF NATURE AND 
OF THE SUPERNATURAL 

Maurice B. McNamee, S.J. 

Since God first poured Himself forth in creation there have 
always been souls, enamored of His reflected beauty, who have 
been moved to give voice to their ecstasy in song. The inspired 
writer of the book of Ecclesiasticus scans the myriad beauties of 
God’s creation: the dazzling splendor of the sun, the moon 
“shining gloriously in the firmament,” “the glory of the stars,” 
“the brightness of the rainbow encompassing the heavens with 
the circle of its glory,” “clouds that fly out like birds,” the maj- 
esty of mountains, the power and might of thunder and lightning 
and whirlwinds, snow that is scattered like “birds lighting upon 
the earth,” frost touching everything with down “like the tops 
of thistles,” and ice “clothing the waters with a breastplate of 
crystal.” And yet, in spite of all this manifold beauty of God’s 
visible creation the author is forced to say ( Ecclesiasticus 43, 32 
and 36 ) : 

There are many things hidden from us that are greater than 
these: for we have seen but a few of his works. . . . Glorify the 
Lord as much as ever you can, for he will yet far exceed, and his 
magnificence is wonderful. 

Like this chapter of Ecclesiasticus , many of the psalms are mere 
litanies of the varied beauties of God’s creation, or hymns of 
praise to God the Creator for His beauty and power manifested 
in the myriad works of His hands. Thus psalm 103 runs through 
the whole hierarchy of being, and discovers the hand of God on 
every round of the ladder. The instinctive reaction of the Psalm- 



POET OF NATURE AND THE SUPERNATURAL 223 

ist to the pageantry of natural beauty is a song of praise ( Ps . 

i 03» 33) : 

I will sing to the Lord as long as I live: 

I will sing praise to my God while I have my being. 

The Natural Revelation of God 

The primary purpose that God had in view in creating the 
world was to communicate, to manifest, to share with men some 
of His infinite truth, and goodness, and beauty. Thus it was that 
He made man to His own image and likeness, giving him an 
intellect and will like His own, that there might be someone to 
recognize the divine manifestation, someone who could con- 
sciously enjoy the generous revelation of His own infinite riches. 
Man’s only reason for being, therefore, is to know, to love, and to 
enjoy God. In this life, he secs that for which he was made “only 
darkly as through a glass” ; but even through that glass he catches 
glimpses of God’s beauty. It flashes forth upon him suddenly, 
overwhelmingly at times, from the blazing pageantry of a sunset, 
from the solemn grandeur of a snow-capped mountain, or from 
the endless expanse of the surging sea. Here in the grander as- 
pects of nature God speaks to man in unmistakable accents; but 
He reveals something of Himself, too, through the delicate 
beauty of a snowflake, or through the fragile iridescence of a 
dewdrop. At times the very image of God is flashed to him from 
the countenance of a beautiful and holy character. If man will 
not blind himself to “the many-splendored thing,” God will re- 
veal Himself in hierarchical glimpses from the lifeless pebble on 
the beach, on up through the living, sentient, thinking ladder of 
being; for, as St. Paul says ( Rm . 1,20), “the invisible things of 
him are clearly seen, being understood by the things that are 
made.” 

Through the infinite and gratuitous generosity of God man is 
destined at last to know God in a face to face vision of His in- 
finite perfections. In this life, however, he must be content with 
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the indirect communication of these perfections through crea- 
tures. At times, when this revelation of God through the works 
of His hands is borne in upon man with peculiar suddenness, 
freshness, and fulness, he is beside himself with a unique pleas- 
ure. He has anticipated a bit of the beatitude for which he was 
created — the contemplation of the truth and the beauty of God. 
His faculties for a fleeting moment rest in the possession of that 
for which they were made. In these moments man captures from 
the truth and beauty of creatures a flash of the truth and beauty 
of the Word of God in whom resides the fulness of truth and 
beauty. Conscious of the goodness of even this refracted ray of 
God’s beauty which he has caught in the prism of his own ex- 
perience, man feels the unselfish instinct to diffuse, to manifest, 
to share that beatifying experience with his fellowmen. This is 
the impulse which prompts men to become creative artists, the 
impulse to create a new reality which will bring to others what 
the beauty of a fragment of God’s creation has brought to them. 

Man will be successful as an artist if he succeeds in incarnating 
his genuine and worthy inspiration in a medium that will convey 
to his fellow human beings his own experience with all its rich- 
ness, fulness, and vitality. No explanation of his experience is 
wanted; no theorizing is needed. His task as an artist is to em- 
body his living experience in a new medium in order that others 
may share his apprehension and enjoyment of the resplendence 
of truth, his grasp of the beautiful. If his medium is harmonious 
metrical language, the artist is a poet, who has learned to im- 
press his inspiration on the unwilling matter of words. If he is a 
good poet, then his poem will be capable of engendering in 
others the richness and pleasure of his own experience. 


The Poet of Nature 

There have always been poets who have embodied their ex- 
perience of the beauties of creation in beautiful language. Many 
have not been conscious of the fact that it was God’s beauty 
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they were enamored of in nature, and communicated to others 
in their poetry; but if they succeeded in carrying their own vital 
grasp of reality into the medium of their verse, they have, 
whether they knew it or not, been communicating something of 
God’s reflected beauty in the product of their art. Some poets, 
like Wordsworth, were vaguely conscious of the fact that, when 
they sang of the beauties of nature, they were really singing of 
the beauty of a being behind nature, or, as they dangerously 
preferred to say, in nature 

Whose dwelling is the light of setting suns, 

And the round ocean, and the living air, 

And the blue sky, and in the mind of man. 1 

Francis Thompson was very much aware of this natural revela- 
tion of God in the beauties of creation, and made this the fre- 
quent theme of his poetry. The burden of much of his song is an 
enlargement on two lines which occur in his poem, From the 
Night of Forebeing ( 11 . 104-5) : 

From sky to sod, 

The world’s unfolded blossom smells of God. 

It was for this reason that he preferred to call himself not the 
poet of the return to nature, but “the poet of the return to God.” 2 
He recognized that really to return to nature is to discover it to 
be what God planned it to be — a revelation of Himself. “She is 
God’s daughter,” he says, “and lends her hand but to His 
friends.” 8 * 


Hopkins: Poet of Nature 

To sing of God’s beauty revealed in creatures is to be a poet of 
the natural. If God had never given any other revelation of 


1 Wordsworth, T intern Abbey, 11 . 97-99. 

3 Everard Meynell, Life of Francis Thompson (Scribners, 1916), p. 205. 
3 Thompson, Of Nature: Laud and Plaint, 11 . 68-9. 



226 * IMMORTAL DIAMOND 

Himself than this indirect one in the visible things of creation, 
there would always have been individuals enamored of even this 
manifestation of the divine who would have shared their ex- 
perience with others through the medium of verse. In .other 
words, there would always have been poets of nature. 

Gerard Manley Hopkins was deeply aware of this divine com- 
munication in the multitudinous variety of visible creation.' The 
two most profound influences on his thought and character, the 
Spiritual Exercises of St. Ignatius and the philosophy of Scotus, 
both tended to deepen his appreciation of nature as the channel 
of divine communication, and to sharpen his interest in the par- 
ticular, individualized aspects of nature through which that com- 
munication is realized. The Spiritual Exercises begin with a clear 
statement of the purpose of man’s creation and the end of crea- 
tures; they close with an act of the love of God motivated by a 
sweeping survey of the continual and varied communication of 
God in His visible creation. Hopkins himself, in his Commentary 
on the Exercises , 4 well expresses this function of the visible uni- 
verse: 

God’s utterance of himself in himself is God the Word, outside 
himself is this world. This world then is word, expression, news, of 
God. Therefore its end, its purpose, its purport, its meaning, is God, 
and its life or work to name and praise him. 

It was in the Exercises, therefore, that Hopkins found a justifica- 
tion for his remarkable sensitivity to the beauty of the world 
about him. 

Hopkins was always keenly alive to all those distinctive details 
of a particular landscape which make it absolutely different from 
every other one. His interest in painting made him very alert to 
delicate variations in color, contour, and shape. The subtle 
changes of light and color which make the same scene contribute 
new beauties at each consecutive moment always fascinated him. 

4 Unpublished Manuscript, quoted in John Pick, Gerard Manley Hopkins , 
Priest and Poet (Oxford, 194a), p. 49. 
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Even the earliest entries in his journal show him to have been 
aware of all the distinctive individualities of everything he en- 
countered during his travels on the continent; they also reveal 
him as already at pains to capture that distinctiveness in an 
equally distinctive expression. Hopkins was never content with 
vague emotionalizing about scenic beauty; he took infinite pains 
to find the exact word and the perfect comparison to convey 
the impression of the precise tinge of color of a cloud or of the 
sea at sunset, or the very feel and texture of a bluebell or a 
primrose. ^ 

Hopkins very early learned to look for that design or pattern 
in nature which he called “inscape, 55 and which he felt lay at 
the very heart of ontological beauty. “Inscape 55 or external pat- 
tern he took to be the outward expression of inward pattern or 
form. Thus in a letter to Patmore, he says (F 158-9) : 

It is certain that in nature outward beauty is the proof of inward 
beauty, outward good of inward good. Fineness, proportion of 
feature comes from a moulding force which succeeds in asserting 
itself over the resistance of cumbersome or restraining matter. . . . 
The moulding force, the life, is the form in the philosophic sense. 

This feeling for the external pattern expressive of the inward 
form of things came to be a pivotal point in his thought to which 
he returns again and again in his journal and in his poetry. He is 
constantly speaking of the “inscape 55 in things. We shall cite but 
one from among the many instances in the journal. It is a 
passage in which he gives one of his very detailed descriptions of 
a sunset, but notes it as particularly significant that he had suc- 
ceeded on this occasion in “inscaping 55 the sun itself with the rest 
of the scene. Because it illustrates his powers of description and 
indicates as well what he meant by “inscape 55 in a scene, it is 
worth quoting in full (Jnl. 129) : 


A fine sunset: the higher sky dead clear blue bridged by a broad 
slant causeway rising from right to left of wisped or grass cloud, the 
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wisps lying across; the sundown yellow, moist with light but ending 
at the top in a foam of delicate white pearling and spotted with 
big tufts of cloud in colour russet between brown and purple but 
edged with brassy light. But what I note it all for is this: before I 
had always taken the sunset and the sun as quite out of gauge with 
each other, as indeed physically they are, for the eye after looking 
at the sun is blunted to everything else and if you look at the rest 
of the sunset you must cover the sun, but today I inscaped them 
together and made the sun the true eye and ace of the whole as it is. 
It was all active and tossing out light, and started as strongly for- 
ward from the field as a long stone or a boss in the knop of the 
chalice-stem : it is indeed by stalling it so that it falls into scape with 
the sky. 

With these interests, it is not surprising that Hopkins became so 
enthusiastic about the philosophy of Scotus. In Scotism he found 
philosophic justification for his longstanding preoccupation with 
“inscape” or pattern, and with the sharply individualized fea- 
tures of things. In 1872 he wrote in his journal (Jnl. 161) : 

After the examinations we went for our holiday out to Douglas 
in the Isle of Man Aug. 3. At this time I had first begun to get 
hold of the copy of Scotus on the Sentences in the Baddely library 
and was flush with a new stroke of enthusiasm. It may come to 
nothing or it may be a mercy from God. But just then when I took 
in any inscape of the sky or sea I thought of Scotus. 

Scotus helped him to see, too, that it was through the experience 
of the particular patterns or forms of things that the natural 
manifestation of God to man is realized. 

Under the influence of Scotus and the Spiritual Exercises , it 
became habitual for Hopkins to think of God when he “took in 
any inscape of sky or sea.” Thus, when he saw the northern 
lights for the first time, he wrote in his diary (Jnl. 135) : 

This busy working of nature wholly independent of the earth and 
seeming to go on in a strain of time not reckoned by our reckoning 
of days and years but simpler and as if correcting the preoccupation 
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of the world by being preoccupied with and appealing to and dated 
to the day of judgment was like a new witness to God and filled me 
with delightful fear. 

And again he records (Jnl. 204-5) : 

As we drove home [from Ugbrooke at Lord Clifford’s] the stars 
came out thick: I leant back to look at them and my heart opening 
more than usual praised our Lord to and in whom all that beauty 
comes home. 

With his remarkable sensitivity to all the varied and distinctive 
beauty of visible creation, and his fresh realization of the func- 
tion of nature as the channel of God’s natural revelation of Him- 
self, it is not surprising that Hopkins made this natural revela- 
tion of God’s beauty the frequent theme of his poetry. 

He gave beautiful and distinctive expression to the general 
truth of God’s manifestation of Himself through visible creation 
in one of his early sonnets called God's Grandeur . The sonnet 
opens with a new statement of the fact which the poet had ex- 
perienced so often and expressed so tellingly in his journal — the 
fact that the world is shot through and through with the beauty 
of God as with an electric charge. 

The world is charged with the grandeur of God. This grandeur 
flashes out suddenly upon the mind like the light flashed off a 
crinkled, scintillating piece of tinfoil. 

^ It will flame out, like shining from shook foil. The wonder 
and splendor of God’s beauty, he insists, is trembling at the 
brink of man’s consciousness, pressing in upon him from the 
whole hierarchy of created being. But thousands of men have 
been insulated against that revelation by artificiality and conven- 
tion, by industrial ugliness and squalor. 

Generations have trod, have trod, have trod; 

And all is seared with trade; bleared, smeared with toil; 

And wears man’s smudge and shares man’s smell: the soil 

Is bare now, nor can foot feel, being shod. 
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But for all that, the beauty of nature is still there to speak to man 
of God’s grandeur, if men will but listen. 

'And for all this, nature is never spent; 

There lives the dearest freshness deep down things. 

Even though the sun of God’s natural revelation has set for 
many in the murky clouds of industrial squalor, that sun is ready 
to rise again in the East and flash forth the beauty of God once 
more, if men will but look to the East. The creative Spirit of 
Love that was present when the world was first given being and 
beauty still hovers over it, preserving and fostering that being 
and beauty. 

And though the last lights off tlfe black West went 
Oh, morning, at the brown brink eastward, springs — 
Because the Holy Ghost over the bent 
World broods with warm breast and with ah ! bright wings. 

In The Wreck of the Deutschland , the first major poem Hop- 
kins wrote as a Jesuit, he expressed his deepening conviction of 
God’s natural revelation of Himself in the beauty of creation. 
He greets God familiarly “wafted” to him in His stars, His 
thunder, and His sunsets. 

I kiss my hand 
To the stars, lovely-asunder 
Starlight, wafting him out of it; and 
Glow, glory in thunder; 

Kiss my hand to the dappled- with-damson west: 

.... he is under the world’s splendour and wonder. 

(Stanza 3, 1-6) 

He came to feel more and more that it was precisely in the dis- 
tinctive and contrasting features of individual beautiful things 
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that God was most clearly “wafted” to him. The idea of the 
communicability of God through the particular and the indi- 
vidual is beautifully expressed in the octet of poem number 34. 

As kingfishers catch fire, dragonflies draw flame; 

As tumbled over rim in roundy wells 

Stones ring; like each tucked string tells, each hung bell’s 

Bow swung finds tongue to fling out broad its name; 

Each mortal thing does one thing and the same: 

Deals out that being indoors each one dwells; 

Selves — goes itself; myself it speaks and spells, 

Crying What I do is me: for that I came . 

Each individual thing in creation by being itself as well as it can, 
and by revealing itself to man as fully as it can, reveals to him 
a bit of God’s beauty that n&thing else in the universe can reveal 
to him. Therefore, if man wants to catch the full natural revela- 
tion of God, he must learn to be sensitive to the particular, in- 
dividualized aspects of “each mortal thing.” God multiplied 
species, and individuals in the species, precisely that from the 
contemplation of the many, man might come to know something 
of the One. 

v Hopkins reveled in that variety and multiplicity, in every- 
thing that is “counter, original, spare, strange,” because he knew 
that the more distinctive a thing is, the more unique a revelation 
of God it gives/ That is why he so loved the “sweet especial rural 
scenes” 5 and all the variegated and contrasting features of those 
scenes. That is why he felt, as he tells us in Pied Beauty, particu- 
larly grateful for “dappled things,” for “couple-colour skies,” for 
“rose-moles all in stipple” upon the bellies of trout, for the flash- 
ing contrast of jetblack wings on golden finches, for rural land- 
scapes stitched together from blocks of pasture and plough and 
meadowland as variegated as a crazy quilt, and for the distinc- 
tive gear and tackle of all the trades that are. 

8 Binsey Poplars. 
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Glory be to God for dappled things — 

For skies of couple-colour as a brinded cow; 

For rose-moles all in stipple upon trout that swim; 
Fresh-firecoal chestnut-falls; finches’ wings; 

Landscape plotted and pieced — fold, fallow, and plough; 
And all trades, their gear and tackle and trim. 

He was drawn especially to whatever was rife with contrasts, to 
whatever is 


. . . fickle, freckled (who knows how?) 

With swift, slow; sweet, sour; adazzle, dim; 

because he knew that the beauty in all these contrasts 

He fathers-forth whose beauty is past change : 

Praise him. 

Scattered throughout all Hopkins’ poetry we find fresh and 
original descriptions of the endless variety of created beauty 
which in the medium of his distinctive verse “flame out, like 
shining from shook foil” and suddenly flash forth to us a bit 
of that grandeur of God which enkindled the soul of the poet. 
A complete catalogue of those flashes of natural beauty which 
he has captured in his poetry would give us some appreciation 
of how much of God’s splendor he had found “fathered-forth” 
in the work of God’s hands. That catalogue would include : stars 
that course through the air like “flake-doves sent floating forth at 
a farmyard scare ” ; 6 “the moon, dwindled and thinned to the 
fringe of fingernail held to the candle ” ; 7 “the dappled-with- 
damson west ”; 8 “silk-sack clouds”; clouds like “meal-drift 
moulded ever and melted across skies ”; 9 “sheep-flock clouds like 
worlds of wool ”; 10 “cloud-puffball, tom tufts, tossed pillows”; 
clouds that “flaunt forth, then chevy on an air-built thor- 

6 The Starlight Night . 

7 Moonrise. 9 Hurrahing in Harvest. 

8 The Wreck , Stanza 5, 5. 10 Penmaen Pool. 
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oughfare” ; 11 the “wild air, world-mothering air,” that “goes 
home betwixt the fleeciest, frailest-flixed snowflake” ; 12 evening 
with “her fond yellow homlight”; evening that unbinds earth’s 
being, puts her dapple to an end, dismembering and disremem- 
bering all her beauties, burying them in the damasked black of 
night; 13 the candle-light that “puts blissful back with yellowy 
moisture mild night’s blear-all black”; 14 “raindrop-roundels 
looped together”; 16 “wiry and white-fiery and whirlwind-swiv- 
Bllfd snow” ; 16 the river with its “wind-wandering weed-winding 
; 17 the “gluegold-brown marbled river, boisterously beauti- 
JP*” that “between roots and rocks is danced and dandled, all 
in froth and water blowballs”; 18 “a windpuff -bonnet of fawn- 
froth” that “turns and twindles over the broth of a pool” pitch- 
black; 19 “the tide that ramps against the shore; with a flood or 
a fall, low lull-off or all roar”; 20 “a darksome burn, horseback 
brown,” with a “rollrock highroad roaring down”; 21 “aspens 
dear, whose airy cages quelled, quelled or quenched in leaves the 
leaping sun”; 22 “glassy peartrees” that “brush the descending 
blue” ; 28 “the groins of the braes that the brook treads through” ; 
“wiry heath-packs, flitches of fern, and the beadbonny ash that 
sits over the bum”; 24 “rafts and rafts of flake-leaves” that hang 
motionless as if “painted on the air,” “still as hawk or hawk- 
moth, as the stars or as the angels”; “silk-beech, scrolled ash, 
packed sycamore, wild wychelm,” “hanging honeysuck, dogeared 
hazels”; 26 “thrush’s eggs” that look like “little low heavens”; 26 
the song of the thrush that “through the echoing timber does so 
rinse and wring the ear, it strikes like lightnings to hear him 
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sing”; 27 the lark that pours and pelts music from the sky “till 
none’s to spill nor spend”; 28 the woodlark with his “tiny a trickle 
of song-strain”; 20 the mastery of the windhover rolling, striding, 
hurling, and gliding through the air on “a wimpling wing” in an 
ecstasy of achievement ; 30 and then Old Oxford “branchy be- 
tween towers; cuckoo-echoing, bell-swarmed, lark-charmed, rook- 
racked, river-rounded; the dapple-eared lily below thee.” 81 
Hopkins was ever aware that all this pageantry of natural 
beauty “he fathers-forth whose beauty is past change.” “Nature 
is never spent”; it is ever ready to fulfill its purpose of reveal- 
ing God to man. When man allows himself to catch that revela- 
tion he is beside himself with a unique pleasure and satisfaction. 

These things, these things were here and but the beholder 
Wanting; which two when they once meet, 

The heart rears wings bold and bolder 

And hurls for him, O half hurls earth for him off under his feet . 32 

It is man alone who can know and enjoy all this beauty and 
thank the giver. “Earth,” Hopkins says in another of his poems, 
“with no tongue to plead, no heart to feel, . . . thou canst 
but be.” 

] And what is Earth’s eye, tongue, or heart else, where 
I Else, but in dear and dogged man? 33 

Since man has a heart, he must feel grateful to God for all this 
wealth of beauty “charged with the grandeur of God” ; and since 
he alone has a tongue, he should voice the gratitude of all crea- 
tion. 


What do then? how meet beauty? Merely meet it; own 
Home at heart, heaven’s sweet gift . 34 

27 Spring. 31 Duns Scotus’s Oxford. 

28 The Sea and the Skylark. 32 Hurrahing in Harvest . 

29 The Woodlark. 33 Ribblesdale. 

80 The Windhover. 34 To What Serves Mortal Beauty ? 
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Hopkins recognized, too, that more of God is flashed off man 
himself than off any of God’s other visible creatures. Thus in To 
What Serves Mortal Beauty? he says: 

To man, that needs would worship block or barren stone, 

Our law says: Love what are love’s worthiest, were all known; 

World’s loveliest— men’s selves. 

And again in Nature is a Heraclitean Fire he declares that “mil- 
lion-fueled, nature’s bonfire burns on,” but that man is her “bon- 
niest, dearest to her, her clearest-selved spark.”' It is his realiza- 
tion of man’s high place in the hierarchy of being that made 
Hopkins so much interested in all things human.'' Nil humanum 
a me alienum puto. He was interested in men’s trades, their 
hobbies, their physical appearance, and their character— in 
everything that made them distinctive individuals. This interest 
in nature’s “clearest-selved spark” is revealed in his poetry. He 
gives us glimpses of quite a variety of these distinctive “sparks” 
of human nature here and there in his poems. We hear of a 
“bugler boy from barrack ”; 35 of Marcus Hare, Captain of the 
Eurydice] 36 of Sydney Fletcher “Bristol-bred ”; 37 of a “sea- 
corpse cold,” “all of a lovely manly mould, every inch a tar, of 
the best we boast our sailors are”; 38 of Henry Purcell, the musi- 
cian, “so arch-especial a spirit,” who with his “air of angels” 
“fans fresh our wits with wonder”; 39 of a boy with a “hand- 
some heart” and “a gracious answer ”; 40 of an elder brother 
whose life was all laced, “love-laced,” in the life of his younger 
brother ; 41 of little Margaret “grieving over Goldengrove un- 
leaving”; 42 of a lad with a tom straw hat ; 48 of boys from the 
town bathing, hurling their “bellbright bodies” through “earth- 
world, airworld, waterworld” — “all by turn and turn about”; 44 
of “Felix Randal the farrier,” “big-boned and hardy-handsome,” 

35 The Bugler's First Communion. 40 The Handsome Heart. 

3a The Loss of the Eurydice, 1.45. 41 Brothers. 

37 1 bid., 1.57. 43 Spring and Fall. 

38 Ibid., 11 . 73-6. 43 No. 63. 

39 Henry Purcell. 44 Epithalamion. 
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who “at the random grim forge, powerful amidst peers, didst 
fettle for the great grey drayhorse his bright and battering san- 
dal ”; 45 of Harry Ploughman with his “hard as hurdle arms,” 
his “rack of ribs,” and “scooped flank”; 4e ariefof “the tall nun”* 
on the Deutschland who was “first of a five and came of a coiftd 
sisterhood.” 47 

In all physical beauty, but very particularly in all human 
beauty of body and soul, Hopkins saw a revelation of the beauty 
of God Himself. He was as exact in his observation of all the 
distinctive details of nature as was Tennyson; he was even more 
deeply aware of nature’s sacramentalism than was Francis 
Thompson; he was an eminently successful poet of the natural 
revelation of God. But Hopkins’ chief claim to distinction lies in 
the fact that he was more than that. He was preeminently a poet 
of the supernatural. 

The Supernatural Revelation of God 

It was a wonderful condescension on the part of God to mani- 
fest Himself to man in the majesty and beauty of creation, but 
His condescension went much further. He would not only tell 
man about Himself as the Maker and Master of the universe; 
He would reveal to him the intimate secrets of His inner divine 
life. He would tell man what man could never have gathered 
from the language of creation — the fact that the life of God is 
like a family life. He would do even more than that; He would 
reach down and make man a member of that family; He would 
adopt him into the family circle of the Godhead — where God 
the Father would be his Father; where God the Son would be 
his Elder Brother; and where the Holy Spirit would dwell within 
his soul, giving testimony to his spirit that he was, indeed, the 

45 Felix Randal . 

4a Harry Ploughman. 

47 The Wreck, Stanza 20, 1-2. 
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adopted son of God. Man would be made to feel at home even 
at the divine hearthside. 

God’s generosity was so great that when man had shown him- 
self an ungrateful son, when he, a prodigal, had wandered off 
and squandered his inheritance in a far country, He did not 
leave him to his own devices. On the contrary, He sent His only- 
begotten Son to lower Himself to man’s level, to take on Him- 
self the burden and limitations of human flesh, that He might 
regain for man that share in the divinity which he had thrown 
away by sin. By becoming man, the Son of God, the Eternal 
Word of God, was translated into a language that all men could 
understand. The words that He spoke were the words of eternal 
life. Because the Son of God really became man, He had a real 
human mother; henceforth for all eternity there would be a 
human mother in man’s heavenly home. Because the Son of God 
had become man, it would be eternally true that God could speak 
to man with a human voice and love him with a human heart. 
And when Christ had gone home Himself, and even after He had 
brought His Mother home to Him, He did not leave men 
orphans. In His Church He gave His brothers of adoption a 
Holy Mother on earth; and in His Sacraments He gave them 
the means of receiving, repairing, and nourishing in their souls 
the divine life which He had purchased with His own death. 
This is the supernatural communication of God to men which 
not only speaks to man of God as sunsets and snowflakes speak 
to him, but which brings the throbbing triune reality of the 
Godlife into his soul. It gives man not merely the privilege of 
piecing together hints of God’s love and life refracted in the 
beauty of His creation, but gives him the power and right to 
know Him as He is, and to share His life — still darkly and im- 
perfectly here through the light of faith, but one day perfectly 
and eternally through the light of glory. In this supernatural 
manifestation and communication of Himself, God, in His divine 
unselfishness, has kept back nothing that He could give to man. 
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He deigned to share with him the triple richness of His own 
inmost life. 


The Poet of the Supernatural 

If even the natural manifestation of God in the works of 
creation has found continual voice in the songs of poets, we 
would expect that the astounding condescension and generosity 
of this supernatural communication of God in the works of grace 
would be a perennial source of limitless inspiration to Christian 
poets. But the strange fact is that seldom has this been the sus- 
tained theme of a poet’s song in any language. Dante has sung 
of it extensively and incomparably well in his Divine Comedy; 
Milton sang of it coldly and erroneously in Paradise Lost and 
Paradise Regained ; Patmore sang of some phases of it in The 
Unknown Eros ; other English poets, Crashaw for instance, have 
made it the subject of an occasional poem; but Hopkins sang of 
it more consistently and beautifully than any other English 
poet. 


Hopkins As a Poet of the Supernatural 

High achievement as a poet of the supernatural demands two < 
things of an artist : he must have a profound understanding of 
supernatural truths and experiences, and be capable of com- 
municating to others the fruits of that understanding in ap- 
propriate metrical language. iThe following pages are meant to 
show how firm was Hopkins’^grasp of the great central truths of 
revelation. Only when we recognize that these supernatural 
truths and values do form the leitmotif of the greater part of his 
poetry, can we appreciate the genuine appropriateness and true 
artistry of his expression of them. 

/ The heart of the whole supernatural order is the revelation 
of God as a triangle of personal life rather than merely the being 
of power and wisdom manifested in the order and beauty of 
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creation. It is this triune God that we find Hopkins apostrophiz- 
ing in his poetry. Thus in Summa : 

The best ideal is the true 
And other truth is none. 

All glory be ascribed to 
The holy Three in One. 

And in The Wreck of the Deutschland (Stanza 9, 1-2) it is 
again the triune God that he invites men to adore: 

Be adored among men, 

God, three-numbered form. 

There is hardly a single one of his poems in which the father- 
hood of God, the brotherhood of Christ, or the creative love of 
the Holy Spirit does not confront v&/ 

The fullest supernatural revelation of God to man was realized 
in the Incarnation when the very “Word of God became flesh 
and dwelt amongst us.” The Word-made-flesh was the perfect 
Evangelium , the perfect news of God. If Hopkins was so en- 
thusiastic about the natural revelation of God in visible creation, 
we would expect him to have had a like enthusiam for the 
marvellous manifestation and communication of God in the In- 
carnation. He did. That enthusiasm permeates practically all 
his poetry. 

To God the Son, the Incarnation was an inconceivable con- 
descension and humiliation; for man, it was an equally inconceiv- 
able exaltation^ Hopkins had come to appreciate both aspects 
of this central mystery of his faith, and never tired of speaking 
and writing of them. In a letter to E. H. Coleridge, he says that 
no man could ever consider life trivial if he realized what hu- 
miliations and limitations the Second Person of the Blessed 
Trinity took upon Himself to raise the lives of all men above the 
^trivial (F 9, Jan. 22, 1866) : 
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I think that the trivialness of life is, and personally to each one, 
ought to be seen to be done away with by the Incarnation . . . 
(the greatness of which no saint can have ever hoped to realize) 
that our Lord submitted not only to the pains of life, the fasting, 
scourging, crucifixion, etc. or the insults, as the mocking, blindfold- 
ing, spitting, etc., but also to the mean and trivial accidents of 
humanity. It leads one naturally to rhetorical antithesis to think for 
instance that after making the world He shd. consent to be taught 
carpentering, and, being the eternal Reason, to be catechised in the 
theology of the Rabbins. 

tHopkins embodies one of those “mean and trivial accidents of 
humanity” to which the Incarnate Word of God submitted in 
The Wreck of the Deutschland where he speaks of the Word 
after His conception as abiding in a “warm-laid grave of a 
womb-life grey” (Stanza 7, 3). Compared to the glory of the 
life that was His in the bosom of the Trinity, of which He 
“emptied” Himself when He became man, the limitations of the 
life in the womb of His mother, were, indeed, like the darkness 
of a grave^In another poem Hopkins expresses one of those 
antitheses which he says the condescension of the Incarnation 
naturally suggests. He speaks of God’s “infinity dwindled to in- 
fancy,” and of the Son of God becoming dependent upon a 
human mother for a 

Welcome in womb and breast 
Birth, milk, and all the rest . 48 

But God the Son assumed these limitations willingly because 
He wanted to bring men news of God as He really is. It was 
one of the purposes of the Incarnation to reveal God’s lovable- 
ncss to man in a human form. According to Scotus, Hopkins’ 
favorite theologian, this was so much a part of God’s plan for 
man that the Son of God would have become Incarnate even 
had man never needed a redeemer. He would always have 
needed the revelation of God’s love for him shining out through 
4§ The Blessed Virgin Compared to the Air, 11 . 20-91. 
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human eyes and throbbing in a human heart. In any event, it 
was indeed a felix culpa that brought God so close to man in the 
Incarnation. The God of the Old Testament, Hopkins reminds 
us in one of his poems, was a God of majesty and power striking 
awe and a holy fear into the hearts of men. The glory of God 
laid bare to man’s gaze would blind him; it had to be “sifted 
to suit our sight.” It was the Incarnation that stepped down 
God’s glory to the capacities of mem The beauty of “our day- 
star” is not clouded nor dimmed in the Word-made-flesh; it is 
rather made sweeter and “much dearer to mankind.” 

A mother came to mould 
Those limbs like ours which are 
What must make our day-star 
Much dearer to mankind; 

Whose glory bare would blind 
Or less would win man’s mind. 

Through her we may see him 
Made sweeter, not made dim . 40 

This grasp of the marvelous implications of the Incarnation 
so steeped the very atmosphere of Hopkins’ thought that he came 
to see everything in the world as touched and tinged by the 
Word-made-flesh. In his comments on the Contemplation for 
Obtaining Love , he speaks of the color which the Incarnation 
lends to all things, in these terms: 

Suppose God showed us in a vision the whole world enclosed first 
in a drop of water, allowing everything to be seen in its native 
colours; then the same in a drop of Christ’s blood, by which every- 
thing whatever was turned to scarlet, keeping nevertheless mounted 
in the scarlet its own colour too . 50 

One has only to read his diaries and poetry to realize that Hop- 
kins saw all things, even natural beauty, transfused with a new 

49 Ibid., 11 . 1 04-1 1. 

50 From Unpublished Manuscript quoted in John Pick, Hopkins, Priest 
and Poet (London, 194a), p. 45. 
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significance because of the Incarnation. Stars and bluebells re- 
mind him now not merely of God but of Christ. After surveying 
the beauty of an Autumn sky in Hurrahing in Harvest , he con- 
tinues: 

I walk, I lift up, I lift up heart, eyes, 

Down all that glory in the heavens to glean our Saviour. 

Thus Hopkins came to invest everything with a double sacra- 
mentalism. He had learned not only to see nature “charged with 
the grandeur of God”; he had also learned to “inscape” it with 
the Incarnate Word. 

The Son of God was given to the whole human race in the 
Incarnation. Through the marvellous instrumentality of grace, 
He may be given to every single member of the human race. 
Christ was conceived at Nazareth and born at Bethlehem only 
once; He is conceived and bom in the souls of men through 
grace times without number every day. This is a vital truth of 
the supernatural order which fascinated Hopkins the religious 
poet, and he returns to it again and again in his poetry£ln The 
Wreck , he recalls the Feast of the Immaculate Conception, 
“Feast of the one woman without stain,” and reminds us that 
she was conceived immaculately, and conceived her Son but 
once. “For so conceived, so to conceive thee is done” (Stanza 
30, 5). Christ remained in the “warm-laid grave” of Mary’s 
womb for nine months before He was bom; He is conceived and 
bom simultaneously now wherever a soul cooperates with His 
grace. It was such a birth of grace that took place in the soul 
of the “tall nun” in the floundering Deutschland. She, even 
though “the rash smart sloggering brine blinds her,” “she that 
weather sees [but] one thing, one; has one fetch in her: she 
rears herself to divine ears” ; and calls on her Master, “Ipse, the 
only one, Christ, King, Head” ; “the cross to her she calls Christ 
to her, christens her wild-worst Best.” “Here was a heart-throe, 
birth of a brain, word, that heard and kept thee [Christ] and 
uttered thee outright” (Stanzas 19, 24, 28, 3o). v The nun co- 
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operated with the grace of God that came to her amidst the 
“buck and flood of the wave/’ and gave birth once more to a 
fuller life of Christ within her soul. “She has thee for the pain, 
for the patience” (Stanza 31, 1 ). Because the nun like Mary at 
the Incarnation had said her fiat , Christ, a living flame was once 
more enkindled in the world/ Hopkins addresses Him reincar- 
nated in the soul of the nun (Stanza 34, 1—5 ) : 

Now burn, new born to the world, 

Double-natured name, 

The heaven-flung, heart-fleshed, maiden-furled 
Miracle-in-Mary-of-flame, 

Mid-numbered He in three of the thunder-throne ! 

This spiritual conception and birth of Christ goes on in 
countless souls every moment of the day through the mysterious 
operations of grace. jin these spiritual conceptions and births 
Mary still “plays in grace her part” because she “holds high 
motherhood towards all our ghostly good.” She, as the mediatrix 
of all graces, 

. . . mothers each new grace i 
That does now reach our race. 51 * 


Of her flesh he took flesh: 

He. does take fresh and fresh, 
Though much the mystery how, 
Not flesh but spirit now 
And makes, O marvellous! 

New Nazareths in us, 

Where she shall yet conceive 
Him, morning, noon, and eve; 

New Bethlems, and he born 
There, evening, noon, and morn — 
Bethlem or Nazareth, 

Men here may draw like breath 
More Christ and baffle death; 

81 B. V . Compared to the Air, 11 . 47 S, 22-3. 



*44 


IMMORTAL DIAMOND 


Who, born so, comes to be 
New self and nobler me 
In each one and each one 
More makes, when all is done, 

Both God’s and Mary’s Son. 52 

“Breathing in Christ like air” and Christ’s becoming man's new 
self’ sound like St. Paul’s “I live, now not I, but Christ liveth 
in me.”iThe incorporation of the individual, “each one,” in 
Christ through grace is the exaltation of human nature resulting 
from the IncamationJ It runs through the thought and poetry 
of Hopkins like a refrain. Thus in the octet of poem 34, he says 
that “each mortal thing does one thing and the same”; it 
“deals out that being [that] indoors each one dwells”; “myself 
it speaks and spells.” By being itself it reveals itself; and by 
revealing itself it reveals what it is, a reflection of God. There- 
fore, Hopkins goes on to say, the man in sanctifying grace, in- 
corporated as" he is in Christ, being in fact another Christ, re- 
veals to God and men what he really is — Christ, “a nobler me.” 
Thus it is that Christ now bom a thousand times by grace 
“plays in ten thousand places, lovely in limbs, and lovely in eyes 
not his.” 

I say more: the just man justices; 

Keeps grace: that keeps all his goings graces; 

Acts in God’s eye what in God’s eye he is — 

Christ — for Christ plays in ten thousand places, 

Lovely in limbs, and lovely in eyes not his 

To the Father through the features of men’s faces. (No. 34) 

He had said in his notes on the Spiritual Exercises that Christ’s 
grace operative in the soul of man might be expressed in this 
fashion (N 332): 

It is as if a man said: That is Christ playing at me and me 
playing at Christ; only that it is no play but truth; That is Christ 
being me and me being Christ. 

81 Ibid., 11. 55-72. 
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Hopkins had really grasped the Pauline concept of oneness with 
Christ. 

The Christ-life bom in the soul by grace may be clouded or 
killed by sin. Thus Hopkins, in the poem Spring , bids men “have, 
get” “all this juice and all this joy” of spring as a “strain of the 
earth’s sweet being in the beginning in Eden garden,” before 
sin “cloud Christ” in the soul, and sour “innocent mind and 
Mayday in girl and boy.” The life in Christ must be protected, 
too, by purging out the poison of concupiscence, the residue of 
the fall. As the blood is purged of impurities by the flood of 
fresh pure air in the lungs, so concupiscence is purged by the 
flood of God’s grace shed upon the soul through the azured at- 
mosphere of Mary, Mediatrix of all Graces. 

[She] plays in grace her part 
About man’s beating heart. 

Laying, like air’s fine flood, 

The deathdance in his blood; 

Yet no part but what will 
Be Christ our Saviour still. 58 

The Christ-life, bom in the soul by grace, and protected by 
grace, is also brought to vigor and maturity by grace. By co- 
operating with every movement of that divine action in the 
soul, man grows to his full stature in Christ — “more makes, 
when all is done, both God’s and Mary’s Son.” “Grace,” Hop- 
kins says in his commentary on the Spiritual Exercises (N. 337), 
“lifts the receiver from one cleave of being to another, and to 
a vital act in Christ; this is truly God’s finger touching the very 
ivein of personality, which nothing else can reach.” And again 
he says (N. 332) that grace is 

... any activity on God’s part by which, in creating or after creat- 
ing, he carries the creature to or towards the end of its being, which 


88 B. V. Compared to the Air, 11. 49-54. 
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is its self-sacrifice to God and its salvation. It is, I say, any such 
activity on God’s part; so that so far as this action or activity is 
God’s it is divine stress, holy spirit, and, as all is done through 
Christ, Christ’s spirit. 

It is by cooperating with this divine activity in the soul, by being 
docile to the “divine stress,” that the soul can “flash from the 
flame to the flame then, tower from the grace to the grace,” 54 
-and thus reach the fulness of its life in Christ. 

It is one of the generous mercies of Christ that He allows men 
to share in the distribution of the graces He purchased by His 
suffering and death. He made Mary, through whom He re- 
ceived His human life, the channel of His divine life into the 
souls of men. Hopkins has sung incomparably well of her func- 
tion as Mediatrix of All Graces in the most penetrating and 
beautiful Marian poem in our language, The Blessed Virgin 
Compared to the Air We Breathe. She is the blessed, spotless 
atmosphere through which comes “each new grace that does 
now reach our race.” What His Blessed Mother is in a pre-* 
eminent way, Christ has allowed other souls to be in a lesser 
way — channels of divine grace.^Thus" the nuns on the Deutsch- 
land , because they were incorporated in Christ, because they 
had become the very “cipher of suffering Christ,” were used by 
“lovely-felicitous Providence” to “be a bell to, ring of it, and 
startle the poor sheep back,” those “comfortless unconfessed of 
them,” back to the fold of God’s mercy and love. God made 
these five sisters a “vein for the visiting of past-j>rayer,” a channel 
of grace to “the-last-breath penitent spirits” (Stanzas 22, 31, 
and 33). Hopkins expresses the same idea in The Loss of the 
Eurydice: 

And the prayer thou hearest me making 

Have, at the awful overtaking, 

Heard; have heard and granted 

Grace that day grace was wanted. ( 11 . 113-16) 


54 The Wreck , Stanza, 3, 8. 



POET OF NATURE AND THE SUPERNATURAL 247 

'• This channeling of Christ’s grace to sinners through the interces- 
sion of a saint is possible because “the just man justices,” 55 be- 
cause, being another Christ, what he does is a “Christ-done 
deed.” 56 . 

One of the deepest mysteries in life is the inescapable prob- 
lem of mental and physical suffering. There is absolutely nothing 
in the natural order to explain it, and it remains a mystery to 
man even in the supernatural order. It is only in the order of 
grace, however, where it is illuminated by the light of faith, that 
it becomes even tolerable^ It is easy to accept God revealed to 
us in the beauties of creation; but it is hard to see His hand 
in the sufferings and sorrows of life.) It is exhilarating to accept 
God in the more pleasant communications of His grace; but it 
tests the soul to the quick to have to greet Him in His sterner 
visitations.Ot is only when the mystery of suffering has been 
^inscaped,” brought into focus with Christ on the cross, that 
men see it in its one true perspective.^ is only when suffering 
has been transformed into sacrifice by being united with the 
sacrificial suffering of Christ that it begins to take on meaning 
and value. Hopkins had pondered this mystery long and prayer- 
fully, and he put his meditations into his poetry. 

The whole Wreck of the Deutschland grapples with this prob- 
lem of suffering and misfortune and throws it into proper super- 
natural perspective. God is under the world’s “splendor and 
wonder”; He is wafted out of the stars, and “the dappled-with- 
damson west”; but “his mystery [of suffering] must be instressed, 
stressed,” precisely because it is not easy to see God’s stress there 
(Stanza 5). We often fail to recognize the hand of God in the 
storms of life. The greatest graces of our lives, however, fre- 
quently come to us not in the blissful manifestations of God, but 
in these very strokes and storms that bring us to our knees. When 
nothing else will move or melt us to repentance or love, suffering 
will often succeed (Stanza 6, 1-7) : 

85 No. 34. 

88 The Soldier. 
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Not out of his bliss 
Springs the stress felt 

Nor first from heaven (and few know this) 

Swings the stroke dealt — 

Stroke and stress that stars and storms deliver, 

That guilt is hushed by, hearts are flushed by and melt. 

Suffering is as inescapable as life itself. Confronted with it, even 
“the faithful waver”; but “the faithless fable and miss” (Stanza 
6, 8). The only source of stability in the face of suffering is at 
the feet of the “hero of Calvary” (Stanza 8, 7). By His suffering 
Christ gave all suffering a new value and meaning. He elevated 
it to the dignity of redemptive and reparative sacrifice. From 
Calvary every other sacrifice forever derives its meaning and 
value. Like the sufferings of the five nuns on the Deutschland, 
the sufferings of all men can be joined with the sufferings of 
Christ, and take on some of their reparative and redemptive 
value (Stanza 22, 1-6 ). J 

Five! the finding and sake 
And cipher of suffering Christ. 

Mark, the mark is of man’s make 
And the word of it Sacrificed. 

But he scores it in scarlet himself on his own bespoken, 
Before-time-taken, dearest prized and priced. 

This does not explain suffering, but it does elevate and enrich 
it. Where there is great love of God, and suffering is seen to be 
His will, it will be accepted wholeheartedly and generously. 
“The lingerer with a love glides lower than death and the dark.” 
And once this complete surrender is made to God, that “stanch- 
ing, quenching ocean of a motionable mind”; to God, the 
“ground of being, and granite of it”; to God, “throned behind 
death with a sovereignty that heeds but hides, bodes but abides” ; 
then a matchless calm and confidence comes in which the soul 
can pray (Stanza 9, 5-8) : 
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Beyond saying sweet, past telling of tongue, 

Thou art lightning and love, I found it, a winter and warm; 

Father and fondler of heart thou hast wrung: 

Hast thy dark descending and most art merciful then. 

Hopkins had learned by personal experience the bitterness of 
physical and mental suffering. ; “God’s most deep decree bitter 
would have me taste: my taste was me”; “self-yeast of spirit a 
dull dough sours” (No. 45). But he had also learned to unite 
those sufferings with Christ suffering, and then discovered that 
even in them the “dark side of the bay of God’s blessing” was 
vaulting him in. 67 He found that in his sufferings God was 
fanning and winnowing him in order “that my chaff might fly; 
my grain lie, sheer and clear” ( Carrion Comfort ). The moment 
that he surrendered to God he discovered that he was filled with 
a peace and joy that no suffering or failure could destroy. 

Nay in all that toil, that coil, since (seems) 

I kissed the rod, 

Hand rather, my heart lo! lapped strength, stole 
joy, would laugh, cheer. 

Cheer whom though? the hero whose heaven-handling 
flung me, foot trod 

Me? or me that fought him? O which one? is it each 
one? That night, that year, 

Of now done darkness I wretch lay wrestling with 
(my God!) my God. 

Because in his own life he had “inscaped” the mystery of suffer- 
ing with the cross, he Was able, to cast them both into beautiful 
perspective for us in his poetry. 

1 To be “inscaped” with Christ suffering here means to be “in- 
scaped” with Him triumphant hereafter. That is the significance 
of the last lines of That Nature is a Heraclitean Fire and of the 
Comfort of the Resurrection . 


87 The Wrtck , Stanza, 12, 7 - 
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the Resurrection, 

A heart’s-clarion ! Away grief’s gasping, joyless days, dejection. 

Across my foundering deck shone 

A beacon, an eternal beam. Flesh fade, and mortal trash 

Fall to the residuary worm; world’s wildfire, leave but ash: 

In a flash, at a trumpet crash, 

I am all at once what Christ is, since he was what I am, and 

This Jack, joke, poor potsherd, patch, matchwood, immortal 
diamond, 

Is immortal diamond. 

Made one with Christ by grace, man, even in his body, will be 
one with Christ hereafter in the glorious triumph of the resur- 
rection. 

Hopkins, we have seen, highly esteemed natural beauty, and 
was extraordinarily sensitive to its subtlest revelations; but, in 
the light of his profound penetration of the supernatural verities, 
it is not surprising that he thought far more of “God’s better 
beauty, grace.” 58 

But merely having the supernatural truths as one’s theme 
does not make a successful poet of the supernatural. No one 
knew that better than Hopkins himself. He remarks in a letter 
to Canon R. W. Dixon (D 133) : 

This is the artist’s most essential quality, masterly execution : . . . 
the begetting one’s thought on paper, on verse, on whatever the 
matter is; the life must be conveyed into the work and be displayed 
there, not suggested as having been in the artist’s mind. 

To be a poet of the supernatural it is not only necessary to pene- 
trate deeply the supernatural truths; it is also essential that the 
poet’s living apprehension of those truths be “conveyed into 
. . . and displayed” in his verse. If there was ever a poet who 
succeeded in doing this, Hopkins is that poet. His very experi- 
ments in prosody were partially motivated by a desire to get a 

58 To What Serves Mortal Beauty ? 
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verse-medium flexible enough to express all the nuances of his 
intellectual and emotional response to the overwhelming fact of 
God’s manifold sharing of Himself with the creature of His 
hands. 

Once the supernatural truths Hopkns is trying to convey in 
his poems have been grasped and meditated, then his rich ap- 
prehension and fresh, masterly expression of them become almost 
as rooted in the mind as the very words of Scripture themselves. 
One can hardly think of those truths without recalling his ex- 
pression of them.' “Wetness to water is not more wed” than the 
thought of Hopkins’ poetry is wed to his expression of it. v This 
fact can be appreciated only when the thought of his poetry has 
been mastered, because then only is one in a position to appre- 
ciate the inevitableness of its expression. It is precisely in his apt 
use of meter and choice of language that Hopkins the poet is 
revealed. He did succeed in wedding his thought to its expression. 
From that marriage has come a wealth of new poetic being 
capable of engendering in other minds all the poet’s rich ap- 
preciation of the natural and supernatural revelations of God. 
This is only another way of saying that Gerard Manley Hopkins 
was an eminently successful poet of nature and of the super- 
natural. 



THE THREE LANGUAGES 
OF POETRY 

William T. Noon, S.J. 


One cannot reach Parnassus except by flying thither. 

Yet from time to time more men go up and either perish 
in its gullies fluttering “excelsior” flags or else come down 
again with full folios and blank countenances (N 9). 

Even as a young student, Gerard Manley Hopkins could not 
help talking about poetry like a craftsman rile knew about words v 
the way a woodsman knows about timbey He understood lan- 
guage from the technician’s point of view. He was himself a poet 
in the primitive sense : a maker of words, j U -* 

At the same time, Hopkins is far from considering poetry on 
its technical side alone. No amount of learned theory will help 
a man to write a poem well, or to read a poem well, unless he 
understands more about poetry than theory can teach him. 
Poetry is literature, and as such we may apply to it the definition 
of literature that Hopkins works out in one of his earliest note- 
books: Language that is deeply penetrated by idea (N 95). By 
the language of poetry we are then to understand not simply the 
words themselves, but the life principle that animates the words, 
that gives to the words the breath of life. 

In a long letter written to Mowbray Baill ig, while both men 
were still undergraduates at Oxford, Hopkins has a full treat- 
ment of what he calls “the three languages of poetry” (F 68-76. 
Sept. 10, 1864). Here we discover valuable clues why the lan- 
guage of poetry is a living language, and not words alone. A 
short summary of the pertinent portion of the letter will indicate 
what it is, as Hopkins sees it, that gives to poetry its life. 


252 
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1. There is the language of inspiration . This alone is poetry 
proper, and it can be written only by poets, and by them only 
while they are in a mood of great mental excitement. 

2. There is Parnassian , which may be divided into: 

(a) Parnassian proper, the language of the poet, spoken 
at the poet’s level best, but not under the spell of great 
inspiration ; and, 

(b) Castalian, a higher sort of Parnassian, but still the 
lowest kind of inspiration. 

3. There is the language of poetry used {or sung ) on the 
Delphic Plain , that is, the language of poetry only in so far as 
poetry is not prose. 

In the letter to Baillie, Hopkins also brings into his scheme 
Olympian , “the language of strong masculine genius which sud- 
denly forces its way into the domain of poetry, without natu- 
rally having a right there.” Rossetti’s Blessed Damozel is offered 
as an example of Olympian, but beyond this, the term is not 
developed nor is it strictly included to describe or subdivide any 
one of “the three languages of poetry” {Ibid., p. 73). Castalian, 
although it is included as a division of Parnassian, is likewise 
left almost altogether undeveloped. It is set down briefly as lan- 
guage “too characteristic of the poet, too so-and-so-all-ovcr-ish, 
to be quite inspiration” {Ibid., p. 72 ) . 

Throughout this scheme, we cannot fail to notice that Hop- 
kins’ division of the languages of poetry into three main classes 
is made solely on the grounds of inspiration. One may have all 
the technical skill in the world and be adept at all that pertains 
to the craft of writing poems, but unless he have in addition 
this special something that we call inspiration, Hopkins main- 
tains, he will never write poetry. If he is a genius, what he writes, 
without inspiration, may rise to Parnassian, or to Castalian per- 
haps. If he is not a genius, he will never do better than write 
verse. Preconceived theories make no difference to the poet when 
he comes to write his poems. So Hopkins found it was in his 
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own case, 1 and so, he avers, one who has written any real poetry 
will agree. “The effect of studying masterpieces is to make me 
admire and do otherwise. So it must be on every original artist 
to some degree” (B291. Sept. 25, 1888). 

THE LANGUAGE OF INSPIRATION 

Hopkins does not leave us up in the air, moreover, as to what 
he understands by this word inspiration , a term which has been 
so freely and often so loosely used. In words that come deftly 
to the point, he tells us what this term means (F 69. Sept. 10, 
1864) : 

I mean by it a mood of great, abnormal in fact, mental acuteness, 
either energetic or receptive, according as the thoughts which arise 
in it seem generated by a stress and action of the brain, or to strike 
into it unasked. This mood arises from various causes, physical 
generally, as good health or state of air, or prosaic as it is, length of 
time after a meal. 

The latter part of this quotation recalls A. E. Housman’s re- 
mark when he was asked to define poetry. He said that he “could 
no more define poetry than a terrier can define rat,” but added 
“We both recognize the object by the symptoms which it provokes 
in us.” The symptoms that Housman then describes, symptoms 
that constitute his reaction to an authentic poem, come close to 
what Hopkins has just said about the experience of the poet 
himself, as he goes through the first emotion, or inspiration, 
which is to be transfused into poetry. The poetic symptoms, as 
they are enumerated by Housman, are as follows: a bristling of 
the skin, a shiver down the spine, a constriction of the throat, 
and a precipitation of water to the eyes. 2 To which Housman 
significantly adds: “Experience has taught me, when I am shav- 
ing of a morning to keep watch over my thoughts, because if a 

'John Keating, “Impressions of Father Gerard Hopkins, S.J.,” Month , 
CXIV (Sept., 1909), p. 249. 

*A. E. Housman, The Same and Nature of Poetry (Macmillan, 1933), 
pp. 46-50- 
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line of poetry strays into my memory, my skin bristles so that the 
razor ceases to act!” ( Ibid .) 

Emily Dickinson similarly writes: “If I read a book and it 
makes my whole body so cold no fire can ever warm me, I know 
it is poetry. If I feel physically as if the top of my head were 
taken off, I know this is poetry. There are no other ways I know 
it.” 3 Cecil Day-Lewis states in comment on these words (Ibid., 

p- 251): 

There can be little doubt that this emotional disturbance in the 
reader is a reproduction of the disturbance which was the poetical 
impulse of the writer; and this reproduction is the first aim and 
effect of poetry. The first test of poetry is an empiric one. 

With this testimony of a contemporary poet that “the first test 
of poetry is an empiric one,” we are brought back again to Hop- 
kins, who makes the same admission in the dialogue On the 
Origin of Beauty when he remarks (in the person of the Pro- 
fessor) that he does not object to being called a Positivist too 
in a way (N 81 ). 

“The peculiar quality of intense inspiration,” which Father 
Feeney recognizes in Hopkins 5 own poetry, 4 is precisely what 
Hopkins himself demanded of all poetry that is worthy of the 
name. Without this intense inspiration, the poet cannot with 
heart set to work. The poet is always to be struck with lightning , 
so to speak, every time he is inspired. So it had been with 
Wordsworth, Hopkins writes to Dixon, when Wordsworth wrote 
the Ode on the Intimations of Immortality (D 147. Oct. 23, 
1886)* So it has been with all poets always who have written 
poetry that is authentically great (Ibid.) : 

There have been in all history a few. a very few men, whom com- 
mon repute, even where it did not trust them, has treated as having 

3 Quoted by C. Day-Lewis, “A Hope for Poetry,” Collected Poems (Ran- 
dom House, 1935), p. 250. 

4 Leonard Feeney, S.J., “A Further Comment,” America, LXI (Jan. 23, 

t r\ n n nnn 
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had something happen to them that does not happen to other men, 
as having seen something , whatever that really was. . . . 

Human nature in these men saw something, got a shock; wavers 
in opinion, looking back, whether there was anything in it or no; 
but is in a tremble ever since. 

One of the distinctive delights of reading Hopkins 5 own 
poetry is this electrical shock of beauty, a steady current of in- 
spiration, “live and lancing like the blowpipe flame 55 ( To R.B.). 
The Wreck of the Deutschland is charged with it from beginning 
to end (e.g., 11. 20-21 ) : 

/ I whirled out wings that spell 

' And fled with a fling of the heart to the heart of the Host. 

The Leaden Echo and the Golden Echo opens with this same 
impulsive breathlessness, a taut eagerness to find words that will 
keep pace with the thoughts, which, even as he writes, are rushing 
on ahead (11. 1-2) : 

How to keep — is there any any, is there none such, nowhere known 
some, bow or brooch or braid or brace, lace, latch or catch or 
key to keep 

Back beauty, keep it, beauty, beauty, beauty, . . . from vanishing 
away? 

The last lines of Hurrahing in Harvest may also be evidenced 
as the language of inspiration, the way a poet talks while still 
under the influence of a great stress of feeling: 

These things, these things were here and but the beholder 
Wanting; which two when they once meet, 

The heart rears wings bold and bolder 

And hurls for him, O half hurls earth for him off under his feet. 

There is also an entry into his Journal for December 23, 1869 
(N 128), which helps us to understand better how Hopkins be- 
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lieves this inspiration works. He tells us how during his Long 
Retreat, Sister Emmerich’s account of the Agony in the Garden 
was being read in the refectory, and at one point, of a sudden, 
he was seized by an unlooked-for flood of emotion and began 
to sob and weep. Why at this point were the flood-gates let down? 
Why is the poet of a sudden inspired by something that he has 
known and seen for a lifetime perhaps, but which only this mo- 
ment takes on meaning in his eyes? 

There is always one touch, something striking sideways and unlooked 
for . . . which pierces, and this may be so delicate that the pathos 
seems to have gone directly to the body and cleared the understand- 
ing in its passage. 

This release of strong emotion does not always lead, however, 
to the composition of a poem. “Everybody has like moods,” Hop- 
kins tells Baillie, “but not being poets what they then produce 
is not poetry” (F 69. Sept. 10, 1864). Nor is the poet himself 
always successful in turning such moods to poetical account. 
Indeed, there may be times when the intensely personal nature 
of the mood, or its sacredness may forbid the poet to make capital 
of it. “It would be sacrilege to do so” (B66. Feb. 15, 1879). 
Setting these important exceptions aside, it still remains true 
that the highest poetry wants “the one rapture of an inspiration” 
(To R.B.), and without it the poet works in vain. 

Does this mean that the poet can write only while the spell of 
great, intense inspiration is upon him? Does Hopkins differ here 
from Wordsworth, who claimed that “poetry is the spontaneous 
overflow of powerful feeling recollected in tranquillity”? Al- 
though Hopkins prescinds from Wordsworth’s notion of tran- 
quillity, nevertheless, he too teaches that a time of recollection 
in most cases is required. The birth of a poem is not a matter 
of the few moments of its conception, but of a long period of 
travail and gestation. As he tells us, in the sonnet to Robert 
Bridges (To R.B . ), which stands as a sort of epilogue to the 
published poems: 
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The fine delight that fathers thought . . . 

Leaves yet the mind a mother of immortal song. 

Nine months she then, nay years, nine years she long 
Within her wears, bears, cares and moulds the same. 

Hopkins advises against trying to compose when the mood 
has altogether spent itself. Revision of what one has written he 
holds, for this reason, dangerous in the poet’s case. “The worst 
is,” he warns Bridges, “that one seasons over a thing and one’s 
first verjuice flattens into slobber and sweet syllabub” (B 146. 
June 7, 1882). Verbal alterations at most are all that are possible, 
“and even verbal alterations will be hazardous, for the stress of 
the mood which dictated and justified the word or image has 
passed away” (F 165. Sept. 28, 1883). 

Better to keep the excellence of inspiration, Hopkins advises 
Patmore, than cause this to perish by trying to improve on a 
poem, when the inspiration itself has weakened. “Some flaws 
are flies in amber” (F 153. Sept. 23, 1883). The poet ought not 
to look on his moods or his inspirations from the outside. These 
ought always to be intensely personal, subjective if you will, so 
long as the effort of composition is still being made (F 165. 
Sept. 28, 1883) : 

For a time we keep the connection with our past feelings open; 
they recede, but still we have an insight into them; then something 
comes between and a long while after looking back, like the tail of 
a train going round a sharp curve, you see your own self quite from 
outside. 

No one could give more attention to the technical aspect of 
poetry, when he chose to, than Hopkins. Yet it is evident that 
he would be among the first to admit that the poet cannot and 
ought not to give his mind chiefly to this aspect when he is at 
work. “The rise, the roll, the carol, the creation” (To R.B . , 1 . 12) 
must come first and impel the spirit to song. The thoughtfulness 
that Hopkins looked for in poetry is a spontaneous thoughtful - 
ness, which is utterly free from poetical fashion and cant (F 188. 



THE THREE LANGUAGES OF POETRY 


259 


Nov. 23, 1883). All poetry, in one sense, is love poetry, Hopkins 
tells us, and he who is very much in love does not think a great 
deal of how he is expressing that love in words. “Feeling, love 
in particular, is the great moving power and spring of verse” 
(B 66. Feb. 15, 1879). 


PARNASSIAN 

From the way that Hopkins stresses the necessity of inspiration, 
we might at first conclude that without this lightning stroke of 
feeling, it were useless for the poet to set down a single line. 
This would be an exaggerated view. Hopkins has been speaking 
of the highest poetry , poetry that is “the virtue of its own kind 
of composition,” as “eloquence, for example, is the virtue of ora- 
tory and not oratory only” (N 250). Hopkins knew that it is 
not possible that the poet will always be able to work in this 
“mood of great, abnormal in fact, mental acuteness” (F 69. 
Sept. 10, 1864). Nor is it, indeed, necessary that every line of a 
poem be able to trace its origin back to a mood of such intense 
emotional stress and mental excitement. 

The term, Parnassian, which Hopkins uses to describe poetry 
that is less than inspired and yet more than verse, is not neces- 
sarily a term of reproach. Parnassian is that language “which 
genius speaks as fitted to its exaltation, . . . but does not sing in 
its flights” (Ibid,). A genius like Shakespeare rarely needed, says 
Hopkins, to speak in Parnassian (F 70. Sept. 10, 1864), but this 
is not the case with most poets, with most geniuses. Sometimes 
they must come down out of the heights; in a long poem espe- 
cially, it is impossible that every line should, as it were, take our 
breath away and every fresh beauty take us by surprise (Ibid.). 

Tennyson is the poet whom Hopkins instances as the great 
writer of Parnassian, although he tells us regretfully that he had 
once thought “that Tennyson was always new, ‘touching,’ be- 
yond other poets, not pressed with human ailments, never using 
Parnassian ” (Ibid., p. 72). 
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It is the poetry that genius writes when it is working on the 
plains, and not soaring in the heights, that is our best lead, says 
Hopkins, to individual style. The language of inspiration has, 
properly speaking, no style of its own. But each poet, Hopkins 
maintains, has his own dialect of Parnassian ( Ibid ., p. 69). Then 
he adds: “In a poet’s particular kind of Parnassian lies most 
of his style, of his manner, of his mannerism, if you like” {Ibid., 
p. 70) . Each poet must be allowed to have his own way of look- 
ing at things, his own way of putting things. Each poet has char- 
acteristics and peculiarities of his own. These will be sure to 
stand out when he is writing, not on the heights, but on the level 
of his own mind. It is on the basis of these that the reader first 
discovers and afterwards recognizes a writer’s style {Ibid., p. 71 ). 

One of Hopkins’ uncompleted poems will illustrate what he 
says about Parnassian. In the fragment, Ash-boughs, we find (in 
one variant) the following lines: 


May 

Mells blue and snow white through them, a fringe and fray 
Of greenery: it is old earth’s groping towards the steep 
Heaven whom she childs us by 

{Ash-boughs, variant a, 11 . 8-1 1). 

Several of Hopkins’ own mannerisms are evident in these lines. 
There is, to begin with, the double alliteration in “May” and 
“mells,” “fringe” and “fray.” There is the internal rhyme of 
“blue” and “through.” There is the novelty of “mells,” which 
requires investigation or reflection on our part before we are 
certain of the image we are trying to bring into focus. Finally, 
there is the figure at the end, the abrupt change of metaphor. In 
this case, Heaven and earth are represented as the parents of 
men. The loveliness of the ash-boughs reminds Hopkins of their 
creator. It is a spiritual image, one characteristic of the Jesuit 
poet-priest who could write into his Journal in the first years of 
his religious life : “I do not think I have ever seen anything more 
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beautiful than the blue bell I have been looking at. I know the 
beauty of our Lord by it” (N 134). 

Hopkins makes a great deal of allowance for the individual 
differences that genius takes. He is very far, however, from bas- 
ing his whole concept of style upon individual differences alone. 

J No poet ought to be too persistent in his own way of looking at 
things, as for example, Hopkins claims, Wordsworth was “too 
essentially Wordsworthian.” Wordsworth’s sonnets, Hopkins tells 
Bridges, “have an odious goodness and neckcloth about them 
which half throttles their beauty” (B 38. April 3, 1877). 

As late as 1882, nearly twenty years after the letter to Baillie, 
where Hopkins first set down his notions on “the three languages 
of poetry,” he writes to tell Bridges that a poem Bridges has sub- 
mitted to him for criticism is written in Parnassian . Then he en- 
deavors again to define style. It is, he tells Bridges, a nameless 
quality, something that he himself sometimes called bidding : 

I mean the art or virtue of saying everything right to or at the 
hearer, interesting him, holding him in the attitude of correspondent 
or addressed or at least concerned, making it everywhere an act of 
intercourse . . . and of discarding everything that does not bid, 
does not tell (B 160. Nov. 4, 1882). 

Whenever a writer’s peculiarities interfere with this attitude 
of intercourse, whenever he begins talking, as it were, to himself 
and not to and at his hearer, his style is really no style at all, 
and, in Hopkins’ view, he ought to try to change it. Hopkins, 
we see, cannot be brought to the defense of any theory of private 
poetry . At all costs, the poet, if he is to be articulate at all, is 
faced with the necessity to communicate, and this means to 
transmit thought and emotion to others. 


ODDITY AND OBSCURITY 

In the light of this principle of bidding , it does not appear at 
first sight that Hopkins could have had much toleration for either 



262 


IMMORTAL DIAMOND 


oddness or obscurity in a poem. This interests us since it is pre- 
cisely this charge of oddity and obscurity that has been consist- 
ently leveled against Hopkins’ own poems ever since their first 
publication in 1918. Robert Bridges, at that time poet-laureate 
of England, their first editor, was the earliest to sound this criti- 
cism in the Notes appended to the first edition; 5 and the criti- 
cism has been echoed and re-echoed ever since. But may we not 
inquire what were Hopkins’ notions on “oddness” and “obscu- 
rity”? Other writers have held theories from which they most 
strenuously departed in practice. Is this also true in Hopkins’ 
case? 

The fact of the matter is that Hopkins did not regard “ob- 
scurity” and “oddness” necessarily as defects. Neither should be 
sought for its own sake, but there are “higher excellences,” Hop- 
kins writes to Bridges, “than clearness at a first reading” (B 54. 
May 30, 1878). Someone may be talking right to and at us, but 
it does not follow that we must be able at once to see through 
everything that is being said. The active communication may con- 
tinue even when we need further reflection, or perhaps a repe- 
tition, to understand fully what has been spoken. Moreover, if 
we are in conversation with genius, we should anticipate this 
need. “Most things should be at once intelligible, but everything 
need not and cannot be” (B 265. Nov. 6, 1887). 

If the poet has a profound thought to express, or again, if he 
is striving for some complex emotional reaction in his hearer, is 
it to be expected that everything he says will be on first hearing 
transparently clear? The poet must at times sacrifice something, 
and Hopkins holds that “this may be the being at once, nay 
perhaps the being without explanation at all intelligible” ( Ibid 
pp. 265-66). 

In an article in The Dial for September, 1926, I. A. Richards 
develops this point much as we have seen Hopkins previously 
develop it. “Modem verse is perhaps more often too lucid than 
too obscure,” Richards tells us. He continues: 

5 Poems, pp. 97-98. 
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It passes through the mind (or the mind passes over it) with too 
little friction and too swiftly for the development of the response. 
Poets who can compel slow reading have thus an initial advantage. 
The effort, the heightened attention may brace the reader, and that 
peculiar intellectual thrill which celebrates the step-by-step con- 
quest of understanding may irradiate and awaken other mental 
activities more essential to poetry. It is a good thing to make the 
light-footed reader work for what he gets. . . . What is a distrac- 
tion in a first reading may be non-existent in a second. 6 

What Richards is saying here seems to be much what Hopkins 
means when he talks about “excellences higher than clearness at 
first reading.” The meaning of a poem cannot always be “felt 
without effort as fast as one reads,” Hopkins explains to Bridges, 
nor is this kind of clearness in every instance an asset to a poem 
(B90. Oct. 8, 1879). There is an altogether different kind of 
clearness in which the meaning, “if dark at first reading,” when 
once made out, will “explode.” This explosion out of the dark - 
ness may, in the long run, give to the poem’s meaning a clarity 
and right temper that more than compensate the reader for the 
initial obscurity that he must work to dispel. 

A modem critic, David Daiches, traces the whole theory of 
sprung rhythm to Hopkins’ endeavor to establish this second 
kind of clearness, this “explosion out of darkness” as a poetic 
principle: communication, as it were, on several different levels 
at once. 7 “All the devices which for the casual reader produce 
only obscurity are really intended to prevent the reader from 
understanding anything until he can understand everything.” 8 
This is, as Daiches points out, the force of the term “explode,” 
for “it conveys the sense of everything happening at once.” 

Anyone who has read Hopkins seriously cannot but realize 

6 I. A. Richards, “Gerard Hopkins,” Dial , LXXXI (Sept., 1926), pp. 
195-203. 

7 For another, and to me more cogent, explanation of Hopkins’ develop- 
ment of sprung rhythm, see the study in this volume by Fr. Ong. — Editor. 

8 David Daiches, Poetry and the Modern World (Chicago University 
Press, 1940), p. 32. 
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what this “explosion out of darkness” means. The reader of a 
Hopkins poem for the first time finds himself sometimes at a 
loss to make out the meaning of the words. There is an impression 
of vitality and masculinity created by the language, but the im- 
pact of the idea is not at first felt. You patiently work out the 
collocation of phrases, you look up the meaning of unfamiliar or 
uncertain words, you determine the exact sense of other emphatic 
words in the passage or poem. Somewhere in this process, you 
abruptly become aware of what the poet is telling you : the idea 
strikes home. There is an inrush of feeling, “a melting, a madrigal 
start !” 9 You are never let down! After you have made the 
effort, you are rewarded. Hopkins never asks this labor for the 
sake of fool’s gold. 

The fourth stanza from The Wreck of the Deutschland may 
be offered as evidence of what we mean : 

I am soft sift 

In an hourglass — at the wall 
Fast, but mined with a motion, a drift, 

And it crowds and it combs to the fall; 

I steady as a water in a well, to a poise, to a pane, 

But roped with, always, all the way down from the tall 
Fells or flanks of the voel, a vein 
Of the gospel proffer, a pressure, a principle, Christ’s gift. 

“Sift” in the first line holds us up. Then we see that it refers 
clearly to the sand of the hourglass. In “Fast” and “motion,” 
there appears to be some play on words. An instant’s reflection 
enables us to see that “Fast” means “fixed” or “secure ” “Combs” 
is unfamiliar. We look up its meaning, and we find that “to 
comb” is “to curl over and break into foam, as waves.” So far, 
then, we know all that we need to know to arrive at the meaning 
of the first four lines. It might be stated something like this : To 
all outward appearances, my life is peaceful, but I am aware 
interiorly of conflict. v y 

• The Wreck of the Deutschland, stanza 18, 1 . 6. 
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The fifth line stops us for a while. Then we see that the ob- 
scurity vanishes by our supplying the verb “am” in second place: 
“I am steady as a water in a well.” Again a comparison is being 
used to suggest the evident serenity of his life. “Poise” gives us no 
trouble. “To a pane” is, at first, questionable. The ambiguity 
clears up, however, when we fit this piece in with the rest. What 
do you see when you look down into a well? The surface is still, 
clear, steady like a sheet of glass, like a window-pane. 

“Voel,” “fells,” and “flanks” in the next two lines all require 
clarification before we may go on. Bridges 5 note tells us that 
“voel” is a word used in Wales for a “bare hill.” (The poem, 
we recall, was written at St. Beuno’s College in North Wales.) 
“Fells,” we find, are waste-lands, barren upland levels, and 
“flanks” are stretches of land situated at the side of hills. “Roped 
with 55 still confuses us, until we see that its meaning here is “fed 
with.” In other words, there is activity deep down in the well. 
Somewhere from the hill-top’s barren summit, water is trickling 
down through the earth and comes into motion as a spring from 
which the well gets its water. Beneath the surface calm, hidden 
from view in the well’s innermost depths, unremittent activity 
goes on. 

All of this brings us to the last line. Here it is necessary to 
understand “proffer” not as a verb but as a noun, an “offer.” 
What, then, is this offer, this “proffer” from the Gospel, this gift 
of Christ that is the “principle” of life for Hopkins? To answer 
this question, we must depend to a certain extent on the rest of 
the poem. The Wreck of the Deutschland shows how we find 
Christ in suffering, in combat. Christ came not to bring peace, 
but the sword. “If you will come after me, you must take up 
your cross daily and follow me.” This is “ the G ospel proffer”; 
this is the vein, the narrow, trickling stream that gathers force 
and pressure, that wells up constantly beneath the tranquillity of 
the surface. My life possesses the steadiness of my convictions, of 
my faith, Hopkins tells us: it is at the wall fast, like the hour- 
glass. But beneath the visible calm and quiet, there is a great 
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tension, a great struggle going on. It is the struggle that Christ 
promised to his followers. It is the “principle” of the Cross. 

Not everyone, perhaps, will be willing to follow every detail 
of this explanation. The interpretation of any poem is to a cer- 
tain extent subjective and dependent on one’s previous associa- 
tions. All that is claimed for the interpretation here is that it 
follows the text of the poem, that it “makes sense,” that it fits 
in perfectly with the rest of the work, and that the discovery of 
the meaning not only brings an intellectual thrill, but that we 
are put into contact emotionally with the way Hopkins felt as 
he groped for words to express his idea, as he actually experienced 
the need for expressing, transmitting his thought in language. 

Has a poet the right to ask for so much effort on the part of 
his readers? If his thoughts are commonplace, his emotions or- 
dinary, then he has no right to compel us to work so hard to find 
out what he has to say. This is not the case with Hopkins. He 
does not disappoint us. The initial effort is not easy, but once 
this effort is made, the meaning is unlocked for us for good ; and 
we come back again and again, not to read poetry that palls 
from repetition, but to delight in a permanent possession, a 
golden gift, whose value grows with time. It is hard work the 
first time over to learn the combination; but once we have 
mastered the combination, it is no trick at all to use it time and 
again. Great riches remain ours for the asking. 

POETRY AS SPEECH 

Another factor that must be taken into consideration when we 
look into the so-called obscurity of Hopkins’ poetry is that he 
wrote it primarily to be listened to, to be heard by the ear, rather 
than to be read (or scanned) by the eye. Very much of the 
initial difficulty clears up when we take time out to pronounce 
the words; and a little practice in reading Hopkins aloud is a 
wonderful help to understand what the words are all about. 

Hopkins is convinced that modem poets make too little of the 
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sound element of poetry. A poem must be heard with the ears, 
he insists, not simply read with the eyes. Eye-rhymes he cannot 
for this reason abide (B 35. April 3, 1877). The P oet must com- 
pose with a view to the sound and not to the sense alone. This 
attention to the sound element, he tells Patmore, is primary in 
his own case: “Such verse as I do compose is oral, made away 
from paper, and I put it down with repugnance” (F 23 \. 
May 12, 1887). 

This preoccupation with the sound value of a poem is evident 
in the early Note-books . In one fragment, “Poetry and Verse,” 
poetry is thus defined (N 249) : 

Poetry is speech framed for contemplation of the mind by way of 
hearing, or speech framed to be heard for its own sake and interest 
even over and above its interest of meaning. 

In other words, poetry is meant for the ear; the sound element 
is paramount; it must be heard or read aloud, or at least listened 
to by oneself; the spoken sound of it must be dwelt upon and 
understood. 

Finally, to answer the objection of obscurity, one further prin- 
ciple must be accepted before approaching the poetry of Hop- 
kins. Hopkins always takes it for granted that his reader is men- 
tally alert. Activity is always assigned to the mind contemplating 
'the spoken sound. It is the energy , not the passivity, of contem- 
plation that Hopkins makes much of, that he understands as a 
prerequisite of artistic enjoyment and appreciation. The mind 
must be continually making acts of comparison to perceive the 
likeness and unlikeness patterns. In the case of the spoken sound 
of poetry, the mind contemplating finds the patterns in the 
sound, in what Hopkins characteristically calls the “oftening, 
over-and-overing, aftering of the inscape” (Ibid.). 

The second line of The Windhover appears at first glance to 
be self-contradictory : 

Of the rolling level underneath him steady air, and striding . . . 
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How, wc ask ourselves, can the air be at the same time “rolling” 
and “level”? If we read the line aloud, we discover that the 
collocation of words is this: 

Of the rolling pause 

level underneath him pause 

steady air 

The air is rolling, but the Windhover takes it in stride. It is all 
the same to him. It is level, so far as he is concerned. Evidently 
the obscurity of the line is not very great when an intelligent 
reading of the line aloud completely clears up the difficulty. 

All that Hopkins says, however, on the necessity of an artificial 
structure in poetry, on the pattern of sound, must not be exag- 
gerated. The “exquisite artifice” he speaks of does not destroy 
Dut rather requires and builds on the simple, natural expression of 
bought, as he is careful to point out early in the dialogue, On 
\he Origin of Beauty . “A perfect style,” Hopkins is never tired 

repeating, “must be of its age” (N 88). 

THE DELPHIC PLAIN 

Hopkins’ description of Delphic , or the language used (or 
wing) on the Delphic Plain, is quite sketchy in itself. By this 
:erm, he signifies, as we have already pointed out, the language 
of poetry only in so far as poetry is not prose. “Poetry when 
spoken is spoken in it, but to speak it is not necessarily to speak 
poetry” (F 72. Sept. 10, 1864). Look at it, listen to it off-hand, 
and you may imagine that you are reading or listening to a poem. 
Focus your attention on it, and you discover that except for 
poetic form, the excellences of poetry are not present. 

Here, of course, Hopkins says nothing new. What makes Hop- 
kins’ observations of interest to us at this point is the evident 
distinction that he takes for granted between the language of 
poetry and the language of prose. The style of prose is a positive 
thing, just as the style of poetry is a positive thing, Hopkins writes 
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from Dublin to explain to Coventry Patmore his criticism of a 
prose work of Patmore’s in the Fortnightly Review (F 232. 
Oct. 20, 1887). The distinction between the two languages, be- 
tween poetry and prose, consists, Hopkins notes, in far more than 
the mere presence or absence of verse forms; but Hopkins does 
assume that prose lacks these verse forms, while poetry, or what 
even superficially looks like poetry, possesses them. In other 
words, Hopkins assumes that the ordinary reader at first glance 
distinguishes what looks like poetry from what looks like prose 
by the quick test of apparent verse forms. 

Now all this raises at least two questions in our minds: 

( 1 ) What is the radical difference, as Hopkins sees it, 
between poetry and prose; and 

(2) How would Hopkins explain free verse: that is, 
poetry lacking in strict verse forms? 

PRINCIPLE OF PARALLELISM 

To answer the first of these questions, that is, to determine 
the difference between poetry and prose, we must first of all keep 
in mind Hopkins’ great principle of parallelism. 

Literature, like every art, aims at strict beauty, and is distin- 
guished from the other arts because of the medium it employs, 
the medium of words. The use of words with order and arrange- 
ment is that which differentiates the language of literature from 
the language of ordinary use. The literary artist must have a 
sense for, and pay conscious attention to, the arrangement of the 
words he uses. Gradation, intensity, climax, tone, chiaroscuro, 
emphasis — all of these effects, according to Hopkins, are illus- 
trative of what he calls a “chromatic parallelism” (N 93). Lit- 
erary prose partakes of these effects, as much as does poetry. 
Indeed, it is by means of these effects that the prose of literature 
differs from the prose of common speech (N 82, 93). 

Over and above these effects, this “chromatic parallelism/ 3 
however, there is also what Hopkins calls a “marked parallelism.” 
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Here the opposition between words is more pronounced, the 
contrast is more striking, the transitions are more sudden, more 
abrupt. Metaphor, simile, parable, antithesis, contrast, are the 
effects produced by this “marked parallelism. 55 Such effects are, 
it must be noted, more likely to be found in poetry, where, ac- 
cording to Hopkins, “likeness is sought in unlikeness 55 far more 
than in prose (N 93). 

In an essay, Poetic Diction , Hopkins points out how decisively 
modified must be Wordsworth’s view: “The most interesting 
parts of the best poems will be found to be strictly the language 
of prose when prose is well written 55 (N 92). If this is so, asks 
Hopkins, “if the best prose and the best poetry use the same 
language, why not use unfettered prose of the two? 55 To answer 
this question, Hopkins reverts to his great principle of parallelism. 

It is plain, Hopkins observes, that poetry differs from prose 
not only because of its having a far more “continuous and regu- 
lar artificial structure 55 but also because it employs throughout a 
more strictly regular parallelism, both in diction and in thought 
(N 93). For this very reason, “poetry tasks the highest powers 
of man’s mind 55 far more than prose. A concentration, or an 
intensity, of thought is called into play in order to follow the 
artificial structure, and to see through the other parallelisms as 
one goes along. Since Hopkins founds his ideal of beauty on the 
principle of order, of unity in variety, it is not difficult to see 
why he should yield to poetry a pre-eminence of beauty that he 
does not give to prose. 


FREE VERSE 

Hopkins’ distinction of poetry from prose on the grounds that 
poetry possesses a more pronounced, more “marked” parallelism 
both in diction and in thought puts us on the right track to 
answer our second question: How would Hopkins explain free 
verse? 

Historically this question has a peculiar interest. Hopkins far 
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more than any other of the Victorians has been claimed by the 
school of free verse poets. Indeed, there are many free verse 
poets of our own day who speak not without pride of a literary 
ancestry that goes back to the Jesuit poet-priest. Certainly it 
cannot be denied that Gerard Manley Hopkins anticipated more 
than a few of the techniques employed by the modem free verse 
poets. Yet a point of difference arises precisely on the use of free 
verse itself. 

A careful analysis of Hopkins’ own prosody, such as Father 
Lahey gives in his chapter entitled “The Craftsman,” 10 or as 
Herbert Read gives in English Critical Essays for 1932, 11 proves 
convincingly, it seems, how painstaking a metrician Hopkins was 
in the composition of his own poetry. Once you have found the 
scansion key, this poetry scans with exactness. Hopkins radically 
modified the conventional metrical forms, it is true, but his own 
break with the standard prosody of English verse by no means 
led him to throw all the rules of prosody overboard when he 
wrote his own poems. Rather, he strove to perfect a metrical 
theory of his own. 

“Outrides,” “paeans,” “counterpoint feet” — the words them- 
selves which Hopkins chooses to describe his metrical discoveries 
reveal a poet uncommonly sensitive to the sound pattern of his 
verse, one who is eager to get the verse forms right. Do not use 
the sonnet form at all, Hopkins advises his friend, Canon Dixon, 
unless you know how to follow perfectly the sonnet’s structural 
exactions (D71. Oct. 12, 1881). Merely to modify the rhym- 
ing scheme of the sonnet he labeled “literary licentiousness.” 
“A downright prolapsus or hernia takes place and the sonnet is 
crippled for life” ( Ibid .). 

A parting glance at one or two of Hopkins’ own definitions of 
poetry may clarify his own concept of verse. At the outset, it 
must be remembered that these definitions are from his early 

10 G. F. Lahey, Gerard Manley Hopkins , A Life (Oxford University Press, 
1 93°) 1 PP- 87-106. 

11 Herbert Read, “The Poetry of Gerard Manley Hopkins,” English Criti- 
cal Essays, 1932 (Oxford University Press, 1932), pp. 361-368. 
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writings. However, the testimony of the letters written later on 
and the evidence of the poems themselves indicate, that much as 
Hopkins may have developed his ideas as time went on, he did 
not retract his concept of poetry and poetic form as he worked 
this concept out for himself at Oxford. The notes, Rhythm and 
the Other Structural Parts of Rhetoric , written at least seven 
years after the last Oxford note-book, are of a piece with the 
earlier declarations. As Humphrey House says of these notes, 
“They explain the seven years’ silence” (Nxv). They prepare 
us, at least remotely, for the appearance of Sprung Rhythm, 
which, considered structurally, is a vastly different thing from 
free verse. 

At the beginning of a set of lecture notes intended, it would 
seem, for use during the period that Hopkins was Professor of 
Rhetoric at Manresa House, Roehampton, 1873-1874, there 
stands the following definition of verse : “Verse is speech having 
a marked figure, order/ of sounds independent of meaning and 
such as can be shifted from one word or words to others without 
changing” (N221). It is this “order of sounds” that Hopkins' 
had in mind, as we have already noted, when he said in th< 
Dialogue that poetry differs from prose “by having a continuous 
and regular artificial structure” (N249). In the fragment, 
Poetry and Verse, which belongs to the same period as the Roe- 
hampton lecture notes, poetry and verse are distinguished thus: 
“Poetry is speech couched in a repeating figure and verse is 
spoken sound having a repeating figure” (N 231 ) . 

“Repeating figure,” “order of sounds,” “continuous and regular 
artificial structure” — these and similar phrases invariably occur 
when Hopkins has the language of poetry in mind. He speaks of 
prose rhythms at times, for example, toward the end of the lecture 
notes to which we have already referred (N 221 ) ; but when he 
does so, it is always clear that it is the rhythm of prose and not 
of prose poetry that he is discussing. 

Walt Whitman writes good “rhythmic prose,” Hopkins admits 
in a letter to Bridges, but “it is rhythmic prose and that only” 
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(B 156. Oct. 18, 1882). It is not poetry! Moreover, Hopkins is 
anxious that his friend should see that there is a world of differ- 
ence between this “savagery” of Whitman’s art and the careful 
elaboration of his own compositions. Whitman’s rhythm, the out- 
standing, perhaps the unique example of free verse rhythm that 
Hopkins had a chance to know among the poets of his own gen- 
eration, strikes Hopkins as no more than common prose, no 
more, in fact, than “rhythm run to seed” (Ibid., p. 157). More- 
over, this criticism of Whitman on the metrical score strikes us 
all the more forcibly when we remember Hopkins’ warm sym- 
pathy with the spirit of the few Whitman poems he had read 
(Ibid., 155) : 

I always knew in my heart Walt Whitman’s mind to be more like 
my own than any other man’s living. As he is a very great scoundrel 
this is not a pleasant confession. And this also makes me the more 
desirous to read him and the more determined that I will not. 

The fact that the poet must work under the constraints of an 
artificial structure does not strike Hopkins as being in any sense 
a liability. “Genius,” he points out in the Dialogue, “works more 
powerfully under the constraints of metre and rhyme and so on 
than without, is more effective when conditioned than when un- 
conditioned” (N 83). Again, a little later on he remarks, “Great- 
ness is measured by the powerful action of mind under what we 
look on as difficulties” (N 84). Only inferior minds, then, whose 
resources are meagre, find it hard to go on within an artificial 
structure, and Hopkins views it as a great advantage that such 
minds should be brought to an end of what they have to give, 
of what they have to say. 

Concentration and intensity are necessary alike for the poet 
and for those who read what the poet writes. So far as an arti- 
ficial structure involves concentration and intensity, it is, as Hop- 
kins views poetry, a distinct asset. The intellectual element is 
never minimized in Hopkins’ view of any art. We may or may 
not agree with this view, but so far as we accept it, much of free 
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verse represents a movement, a trend with which Hopkins is not 
merely out of sympathy, but one to which he is actually opposed. 

From everything that we have said here and have tried 
always to allow Hopkins to say for himself, there emerges, we 
believe, a poet-critic who is temperate, liberal, honest, fair. “No 
one ever wrote words with more critical deliberation than Gerard 
Hopkins,” 12 his old friend and lifelong correspondent, Robert 
Bridges, could write of him forty years after his death. The 
Jesuit priest of Farm Street and St. Stephen’s Green knew that 
it was a good work, and one pleasing to God, to write good 
poetry and to write of poetry well (B 231. Oct. 13, 1886) : 

A great work by an Englishman is like a great battle won by 
England, v, 

12 Robert Bridges, Three Friends (Oxford University Press, 1932), p. 104. 



WHAT DOES THE WINDHOVER 
MEAN ? 


Raymond V. Schoder, S.J. 

The Windhover is one of the most discussed, and it would 
seem least understood, poems of modem English literature. To 
borrow a phrase from the sestet, “no wonder of it.” For the 
poem was bound to attract the attention and admiration of 
critics, so remarkable is it for freshness, originality, and power. 
It admirably manifests Hopkins’ characteristic style, his wealth 
and depth of ideas, his vigorous, tense diction, vivid imagery, 
and marvelous rhythmic sense. Hopkins himself felt this, for he 
wrote Bridges in 1879 that he considered The Windhover his 
masterpiece, “the best thing I ever wrote.” 1 The fact that poems 
equally great were to follow does not detract from its praise, and 
the piece rests secure in its excellence. 

But it also remains a subtle and evasive problem. Critics who 
harmonize in the chorus of its praises part company when offer- 
ing an interpretation. And none of them seems to have really 
sounded the poem’s depths, because not building on an adequate 
consideration of the poem’s complex religious and philosophical 
background in the author’s mind, and on a sufficiently minute 
examination of certain factors in the text. 

The aim of the present study is to submit the text to a fuller 
analysis in the two-fold light of the dynamically Jesuit cast of 
Hopkins’ mind and of the basic critical principle —stemming 
from Plato 2 ~ that any fine work of art is like a living organism : 
unified throughout its diversified parts by a single dominant 
principle or soul, with each part contributing its special func- 

1 B85 (June 22, 1879). 

2 Phaedrus 264c. 
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tion to the perfect operation of the whole and subordinated to 
it, while being harmoniously suited to all the other members. 
For no explanation of a poem’s meaning can claim to be valid 
unless it fits without violence each word of the text; conversely, 
it must draw from each word a very definite and objective sig- 
nification naturally blending into a single import for the in- 
tegrated whole. Only where this inter-coherent intelligibility 
emerges from an explanation of a poem may we be confident that 
we have grasped its meaning substantially, even though perhaps 
unaware of some of the complementary implications it holds for 
the poet himself. 

On the other hand, because of Hopkins’ unique poetic style 
and outlook, there is danger of forming an a priori judgment of 
this poem — that it cannot, for instance, have as theme an idea 
common to other poets, but must be more subtle, more full of 
implications than appears on the surface, wholly unusual and 
original. But perhaps it is not. The only way to find out is to 
take the text as it stands and make it give up its own meaning. 
It suffices to know beforehand that whatever the theme or ‘point,’ 
Hopkins will treat it in a wholly personal way, and give it a 
deep-felt, authentic expression it has never received elsewhere. 
He will give us, for certain, a new and striking poetic experience. 

THE WINDHOVER 
To Christ Our Lord 

I caught this morning morning’s minion, king- 
dom of daylight’s dauphin, dapple-dawn-drawn Falcon, in his 
riding 

Of the rolling level underneath him steady air, and striding 
High there, how he rung upon the rein of a wimpling wing 
In his ecstasy! then off, off forth on swing, 

As a skate’s heel sweeps smooth on a bow-bend: the hurl and 
gliding 

Rebuffed the big wind. My heart in hiding 
Stirred for a bird, — the achieve of, the mastery of the thing! 
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Brute beauty and valour and act, oh, air, pride, plume, here 
Buckle! AND the fire that breaks from thee then, a billion 
Times told lovelier, more dangerous, O my chevalier! 

No wonder of it: sheer plod makes plough down sillion 
Shine, and blue-bleak embers, ah my dear, 

Fall, gall themselves, and gash gold-vermilion. 

What the Critics Say 

The difficulties — and differences — in understanding this son- 
net are unusually numerous. A brief summary of the published 
interpretations will make clear how varied are the problems 
which the poem raises and how necessary it is to re-examine the 
text carefully if we wish to be objective in interpreting it. 

The reasons for considering these other explanations inade- 
quate or in some matters misleading and unfounded will come 
into focus in the course of the positive analysis which will follow. 
Most of the authors mix good points with bad, but in varying 
proportions. 

The interpretation given by Father Thomas J. Grady 3 stresses 
the positive, joyful, dynamic spirit of the poem and its splendid 
rhythmic art. The main point is placed in the octave’s direct 
presentation of the bird as achieving glory and ecstasy by ener- 
getic natural activity. The poem is seen as an enthusiastic state- 
ment of Hopkins’ sacramental view of nature, that “Each thing 
by being itself proclaims God” through exerting itself to the full. 
The dedication “To Christ Our Lord” implies nothing special, 
in Father Grady’s view. It is practically hopeless, he feels, to try 
to make much sense or poetry of the sestet. “Buckle” merely 
states that all the elements listed are fused in the bird himself, 
to whom the “here” and “chevalier” refer exclusively. The fal- 
con is definitely not an allegory or symbol, yet can be made such 
to suit the reader. The important comma after “plume” in line 9 
is omitted both times the line is quoted. 

* Thomas J. Grady, " Windhover’s Meaning,” America 70 (Jan. 29, 1944), 
pp. 465-466. 
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Eleanor Ruggles, in a sensitive but only partial explanation of 
the sonnet , 4 sees in the falcon “one facet of nature reflecting and 
declaring God’s immanence” by its instinctive fulfilment of its 
natural destiny, thereby asserting its selfhood and making the 
poet see how far he and his fellow men fail to live up to this 
ideal. The whole is a re-statement of the theme of the Deutsch- 
land, of Loyola’s Exercises, and of the religious life — that our 
best praise of God is to fulfil our destiny, even if this entail trial 
and distress. Christ’s passion best shows His majesty; and the 
windhover is Christ. Just what “buckle” is meant to signify 
Miss Ruggles will not say. 

Elsie E. Phare’s analysis 5 is somewhat similar, but timid and 
very incomplete. She reads several disparate meanings into 
“buckle,” explains the sestet as spoken by Our Lord to the poet, 
or even to the bird, and thinks it likely that “the poet is still 
envious of the beauty of the bird,” and a bit pouty about the 
painful implications of the plough- and ember-image. 

Bernard Kelly’s interpretation 6 is at first sight brilliant and 
profound, but without much foundation in the text. The poem 
is explained as being a concrete presentation of the psychological 
process of knowledge, whereby the external object is assimilated 
through the operation of the ‘agent intellect’ and its abstracted 
form impressed upon the passive intellect until the two become 
one thing in the act of knowing. As he says, “The peril and 
beauty of the windhover inform, are one with, the peril and 
beauty of the poet’s mind, who sees and knows the bird. . . . 
Behind the poem will always be the knowledge ... of the mind 
in its act of knowing, . . . explaining that the intelligibility of 
things is in their act.” “The achieve of, the mastery of the thing!” 
are taken as the poet’s exclamation at “grasping the valiant 

4 Eleanor Ruggles, Gerard Manley Hopkins , A Life (W. W. Norton, 
1944), PP- 155-157. 

5 Elsie Elizabeth Phare, The Poetry of Gerard Manley Hopkins (Oxford 
University Press, 1933), pp. 1 30-1 33. 

6 Bernard Kelly, The Mind and Poetry of G. M. Hopkins (Pepler and 
Sewell, London, 1935; not paginated). 
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beauty of the bird in his mind” or achieving at last identity with 
it by way of concept. “Buckle” is explained as meaning a com- 
mand to the bird “to lock in the embrace of the mind; to be itself 
in its own power and act present in the image of it.” One ques- 
tions, though, whether the psychological mechanics of knowledge 
are in themselves an apt subject for poetry. Surely they are not 
the subject of this poem. 

A far more common interpretation is the one rather widely 
established by the reputation of I. A. Richards, F. R. Leavis, 
William Empson, and W. H. Gardner. These critics agree on a 
basic reading of the poem as one of renunciation, stoic sacrifice, 
indecisive inner conflict, and defeat. In the Dial for September, 
1 926, 7 Richards expounds the poem in this fashion, and proposes 
several other interpretations of individual words which do not hold 
up under minute analysis. Such is making “daylight’s dauphin” 
mean that the bird is a miniature sun flashing on high, while 
“more dangerous” and “gall” and the “weary, exhausted rhythm 
of the last line” are said to indicate the poet’s unappeased dis- 
content and jealousy at having to renounce the easier and more 
glamorous outer activity represented by the falcon. 

In a later study of the poem, 8 Richards develops this idea, and 
after denying that the piece has any parable-value or moral, 
explains that “The poet’s heart has been in hiding, from the life 
of the senses, from the life of imagination and emotional risk, 
from speculation. ... It has been hiding in the routine of medi- 
tation, in doctrine taken as understood or left unexplored . . .” 
until shocked out of this lethargy “with a pang of regret for the 
renunciations of physical adventure imposed by his choice of 
life.” In the Dial article he goes so far as to claim that “the poet 
in Hopkins was often oppressed and stifled by the priest. . . . 
(His was) an asceticism which fails to reach ecstasy and accepts 
the failure. All Hopkins’ poems are in this sense poems of defeat.” 

But this is a travesty of Catholic asceticism, a misconception 

7 I. A. Richards, “Gerard Hopkins,” The Dial 81 (Sept., 1926). 

8 Quoted in Phare, The Poetry of G. M. Hopkins , pp. 133-136. 
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of religious life as though inevitably dull, crushing, a timorous 
blinking of the real issues of life, an irrational throwing away of 
natural talents on a visionary cause. As though Jesuits could not 
be joyous, hard-headed realists, living a most active and positive 
life in the midst of the world! Hopkins is not a Carthusian; and 
even the Carthusian’s renunciation of the world is happy and 
triumphant, utterly different from such imaginary accounts. 

The nadir of this way of reading the poem is probably reached 
in Empson’s analysis . 9 Here again, the whole is made out to be 
a groan of patient, negative renunciation, a jealous envy of the 
biid’s freedom for conspicuous external activity. The ash falling 
in is taken as a symbol of a life whose precarious order is again 
and again shattered by internal collapse, while “the gold (which) 
painters have used for the haloes of saints is forced by alliteration 
to agree with the gash and gall of their self-tortures.” In fact, 
this poem is selected to illustrate what Empson calls the ambi- 
guity of indecision, where two admitted meanings of the same 
word are in unresolved conflict, so that “in the first three lines 
of the sestet we seem to have a clear case of the Freudian use 
of opposites, where two things thought of as incompatible but 
desired intensely by different systems of judgments are spoken of 
simultaneously by words applying to both: both desires are thus 
given a transient and exhausting satisfaction, and the two sys- 
tems of judgment are forced into open conflict before the reader.” 

The artistry of the piece appears to Empson negligible : “Such 
a process . . . could tap the energies of the very depths of the 
mind. At the same time one may doubt whether it is most effec- 
tive to do it so crudely as in these three lines: this enormous 
conjunction standing as it were for the point of friction between 
the two worlds conceived together affects one rather like shout- 
ing in an actor and probably to many readers [seemingly Empson 
himself] the lines seem so meaningless as to have no effect at all.” 
Poor Father Hopkins! 

9 William Empson, Seven Types of Ambiguity (Ghatto and Windus, 1930), 
pp. 284-286. 
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The same general view of the poem, though without these 
extravagances, is taken by F. R. Leavis , 10 who sums it up, after 
referring the reader to Richards’ and Empson’s “admirable” 
analyses, as a poem of inner friction and dejected renunciation 
of the active life. Similarly, W. H. Gardner 11 can see in the 
poem only resignation, appeasement of grieved sense of ambi- 
tion, the sheer plodding priest’s sacrifice of the ‘knight of Christ’ 
glory he so admires in the falcon. The asceticism of the poem is 
wholly negative, a repression of impulsive desire to share the 
dangerous mortal beauty revealed in the falcon. 

John Pick’s reading of the poem 12 is similar. “Rung” is ex- 
plained by Richards’ reference to the manege, and it is the sillion 
itself (defined as ‘furrow’), which gleams when the plodding 
plough breaks it up. “Buckle” is taken as meaning collapse, and 
the theme of the whole is summed up thus: “It is in the act of 
‘buckling’ when the windhover swoops down, when its flight is 
crumpled, when ‘brute beauty and valour and act, oh, air, pride, 
plume’ in an act of self-sacrifice, of self-destruction, of mystical 
self-immolation send off a fire far greater than any natural 
beauty.” This is to be understood as a “sacrifice transmuted by the 
Fire of Love into something far greater than any mere natural 
beauty.” The central idea of the whole is: “Here is Christ upon 
the Cross and Hopkins the alter Christus .” 

Daniel Sargent, in his brief summary of the poem , 18 follows 
Leavis and Richards. The basic point is that “the bird is all ‘air, 
pride, plume,’ as we all wish to be, as he, Hopkins, has chosen 
not to be.” 

Professor McLuhan’s interpretation 14 is involved and puzzling, 

10 F. R. Leavis, New Bearings in English Poetry (Chatto and Windus, 
1932), pp. 181-182. 

11 W. H. Gardner, “The Religious Problem in G. M. Hopkins,” Scrutiny, 
June, 1937. 

12 John Pick, Gerard Manley Hopkins, Priest and Poet (Oxford Univer- 
sity Press, 1942), pp. 70-71. 

13 Daniel Sargent, Four Independents (Sheed and Ward, 1935), p. 148. 

14 H. Marshall McLuhan, “The Analogical Mirrors,” Kenyon Review 6 
(Summer, 1944), pp. 322-332. 
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because largely subjective. The sillion shines, because “this ‘Jack, 
joke 5 plodding behind the plough makes the trash and mud of 
earth shine like diamond.” “The underlying image in the last 
three lines is that of mortal clay transformed. It is made to shine 
and to fructify by the humble service of the plough (the obedient 
will). The ‘blue-bleak’ earth provides the transition to the embers 
covered with clay-like ash.” Again, “the shining armor of the 
falcon’s imitation of Christ’s mastery is to be buckled in the hidden 
heart of the poet,” for ‘buckle’ implies ‘buckler,’ and as the 
falcon’s actions mirror Christ, the poet says “let us take this mirror 
(St. Paul’s ‘armour’) and buckle it here in my hidden heart . . . 
Christ’s fire will burst on and from the second mirror ‘a billion 
times told lovelier’ than from the falcon.” The key to Hopkins’ 
meaning “is, of course . . . the basic mirror images of his ana- 
logist vision.” “Buckle means that the ‘brute beauty’ of the bird 
as mirror of God’s grandeur is to be transferred or flashed to the 
‘heart in hiding,’ just as the burnished surface of the plow in 
action is hidden in the earth.” The poem’s theme is passive: “Just 
as ‘the fire that breaks from thee then, after the mirror of mortal 
beauty has been buckled to the hidden heart, is not a fire produced 
by any direct action or valor, so the fire that breaks from the 
‘blue-bleak embers’ is not the effect of ethos but pathos , not of 
action but of suffering or patience.” 

Finally, Herbert Read 15 draws a wholly different conclusion. 
He asserts that Hopkins had scruples over the intense activity of 
his senses in this poem, which he tries to palliate by dedicating 
the piece to Christ our Lord; “but this is a patent deception. It 
does not alter the naked sensuality of the poem. There is no as- 
ceticism in this poem.” 

The Critic 9 s Task and Technique 

Still further problems, not touched by the critics, are latent in 
the text and must be faced. Is the grammar of “Brute beauty. . . 


18 Quoted in Phare, op. cit., p. 1 39. 
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Buckle!” to be taken as a series of nominative nouns with an ex- 
clamatory indicative “Buckle!” or are the nouns in the vocative, 
and the verb a plural imperative? Why is AND so written and 
stressed? Why exactly “minion” and “dauphin”? What does 
“rung” mean in the fourth line? Again, “bow-bend” and “my 
heart in hiding” could admit of various connotations. And what 
is the structure of the argument — does the sestet apply the action 
in the octave positively, by way of analogy and moral, or is it 
negatively contrasted to the first part? Again, do the two conclud- 
ing images of the plough and embers recapitulate that of the 
falcon, or rather provide an opposing parallel, setting the sestet 
against the octave? 

Hopkins is forever teasing us by this almost unconscionable 
ambiguity, a fault we would not easily put up with in a lesser poet. 
Clearly, however, Hopkins does not intend both alternatives in 
these ambiguous words. The fad in certain schools of recent 
criticism, of reading all possible connotations into every word of 
a poem, is surely unsound and dangerous. It is true that the 
Metaphysical poets seek their effect by way of ambivalent words 
intended to suggest two or more simultaneous but different levels 
of meaning— what they call “wit.” But one should not force other 
types of poetry into this mould. The words may bear, indeed, a 
wealth of associated and secondary meanings clustering around 
the basic intention and lending it fullness of content, like grace 
notes playing about a musical theme. But to say that they mean 
both this thing and that, its opposite or even contradictory, is to 
confess ignorance of the real meaning, and to weaken the con- 
centrated vigor and directness of the poet’s thought. 

Where opposing interpretations seem possible, then, the critic 
must strive to determine which one of them the poet intended, by 
light of context and the integrated structure of the whole. Hop- 
kins, more than most poets, has something very precise in mind. 
An explanation of one of his poems that ends up in confusion or 
counter-balanced alternatives simply has not yet found the clue 
to its meaning. 
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That the meaning of the Windhover is hard to find is suf- 
ficiently apparent from the evidence of the preceding pages. 
Clearly, too, a different critical technique ought to be tried, since 
the customary approach has yielded so little agreement and per- 
suasiveness. What is needed is a close objective analysis of all 
details of the text against the full background of Hopkins’ thought 
and work. What this poem calls for is exegesis part by part, a 
running commentary. If I propose, then, to essay this here, the 
reader will understand that the fulness and length of the dis- 
cussion are not to be ascribed to a love of belaboring the ob- 
vious. (Obviously much in the poem is not obvious!) It is simply 
necessary to reason things out explicitly, to put down all the 
evidence, whether new or common, if we wish to do full justice 
to the poem and to Hopkins. Such an analysis of this key poem 
might also serve as a general introduction to the whole of Hop- 
kins’ outlook and technique, and as a suggestion of the careful 
study which much of his work requires if it is to be properly 
appreciated. 


The Theme in Summary 

The structure and meaning of the Windhover can, I suggest, 
be stated thus : the sudden vision of a hawk pluckily and joyfully 
battling with the elements seizes upon the poet’s mind and, be- 
coming a symbol of the Christian knight valiantly warring against 
evil, stirs him from a timid and reluctant state of soul to resolu- 
tions of heroic deeds in the more active service of Christ in ad- 
vancing His Kingdom among men; for he sees that this will make 
his life more noble, more glorious and exciting than the cautious 
reserve of a self-nursing and commonplace Christian existence. 
He then confirms his resolution to brave the wounds of more ag- 
gressive crusading for Christ by noting further natural instances, 
analogous to the energetic bird, where toil and pain also result in 
augmented splendor. 
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Kingdom of Christ Motif 

The sentiments and imagery of this poem are basically a poetic 
re-statement of the great meditation on the Kingdom of Christ in 
the Spiritual Exercises of St. Ignatius . 18 For the intention of that 
stirring consideration is to enflame the Christian soul with deter- 
mination to follow in the laborious steps of the Divine Leader in 
His thrilling battle with all the forces of evil, to uplift and 
beautify the souls of men for His Father’s glory. The dramatic 
scene which St. Ignatius here draws is as famous as it was familiar 
to Hopkins: Christ, the eternal King, noblest and worthiest of 
leaders, whose very aspect and example move the soul to deepest 
loyalty and reverence, summoning His subjects individually and 
announcing to them His intention to subdue the whole world and 
all His enemies, and thus enter into the glory of His Father. He 
Himself will set the example, and bear every hardship, labor, and 
suffering of the campaign, so that His follower has only to share 
with Him the toil, if he would also share with Him the fruits of 
the inevitable victory — and this in proportion to his valor and 
services. 

Any man, exclaims the soldier-saint, who turned a deaf ear to 
this remarkable enlistment, would surely be worthy of contempt 
as a coward and slacker. But “all who have any judgment and 
sense” will offer themselves wholly to the task, while the knightly 
soul will hasten to proclaim its unrestricted dedication to the 
cause, and its resolve to be outstanding in its promotion. Such will 
promise with firmest determination to perform any service asked, 
and in complete dismissal of self-comfort and private inclinations 
imitate this great Captain in bearing all attacks, contempt, and 
sacrifice of wordly goods ‘for the duration,’ i.e., throughout life. 

This is a burning proclamation, a cry of selfless heroism and un- 
daunted valor in deep-set conviction of the nobility and splendor 

16 Text in The Spiritual Exercises of St. Ignatius of Loyola ; translated by 
Father Elder Mullan, SJ. (P. J. Kenedy and Sons, 1914), pp. 55-58. 
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of Christ’s cause. It is all positive, a call to action and to battle, 
whatever the cost to selfish interests. It is a challenge to offer one’s 
all to Christ, to do something, do something more, do everything 
in one’s power for the triumph of His Kingdom in one’s own soul 
and in all other men. This is the trumpet-call to energetic action, 
to be a Crusader of Christ. These ideas are basic in any Jesuit’s 
mind, and they were, we know, a perpetual and dominant at- 
titude of Hopkins’ outlook and life . 17 


The Octave: First Half 

These, then, seem to be the sentiments running through the 
poet’s mind when in the fresh splendor of the dawn his eye sud- 
denly is attracted and held by the sight of a soaring kestrel hawk 
battling through the day-break winds: 18 “I caught this morning 
morning’s minion, kingdom of daylight’s dauphin, dapple-dawn- 
drawn Falcon . . The suddenness, surprise, and joyful triumph 

17 Note, for instance, how the image of Christ the King comes up in the 
Wreck of the Deutschland (1876), several times; 

st. 10: “Make mercy in all of us, out of us all 

Mastery, but be adored, but be adored King.” 

st. 28: “The Master, 

Ipse, the only one, Christ, King, Head.” 

st. 35: “Our King back, oh, upon English souls!” 

Also in poem 39, The Soldier (1885): 

“Mark Christ our King. He knows war, served this soldiering through.” 
And the idea breaks forth spontaneously in the midst of a sermon on the 
Holy Ghost (1880 or 1881) : “Did not he (Christ) cry men on? Not only by 
words . . . not only by standards and signals . . . but best of all by deeds, 
by his own example: he led the way, went before his troops, was himself the 
vanguard, was the forlorn hope, bore the brunt of battle alone, died upon 
the field, on Calvary hill, and bought the victory by his blood. He cried men 
on; he said to his disciples . . . Follow me; they did so; he warned all: He 
that would come after me let him deny himself and take up his cross and 
follow me; but when they would not follow he let them go and took all the 
war upon himself. . . . For though Christ cheered them on they feared to 
follow, though the Captain led the way the soldiers fell back; he was not for 
that time a successful Paraclete” (N 287-288). 

18 For a parallel in Hopkins to this poem’s theme and title compare the 
entry in his Journal for Aug. 14, 1874: “. . . a wedge of sunlight streamed 
down through a break in the clouds upon the valley: a hawk also was hang- 
ing on the hover” (N 203). 
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of the stirring sight are all implied in the word “caught.” This also 
arouses an image of hunting, so that the bird is as it were snared 
by the far-reaching, invisible meshes of the mind, which is itself 
so struck by the contact that its attention is wholly concentrated 
on its catch. The intensity of the experience starts the mind work- 
ing quickly, until the whole chain of associations, reflections, and 
development which comprises the rest of the poem has worked 
itself out to completion. 

The falcon is described, most strikingly, as “dapple-dawn- 
drawn,” that is, drawn up by the dappled dawn into the air. The 
“drawn” may also mean etched against the dawn in silhouette, 
but rather as a secondary reflection and a sort of word-play, for 
the basic meaning demanded by the entire context is that the 
bird has been called forth from slumber into action by the arrival 
of dawn, its familiar friend and accustomed associate in the new 
day’s exploits. 

This epithet “dapgle” is one of Hopkins’ favorites, and a per- 
petual delight in varicolored beauty is a striking characteristic of 
his poetic interests. In the Wreck of the Deutschland (st. 5), he 
cries “I kiss my hand to the dappled-with-damson west,j while 
in Pied Beauty the whole poem is a paean on this very theme, 
“Glory be to God for dappled things” ; and in Spelt from SibyVs 
Leaves , he expresses the utmost grief that “earth her being has 
unbound, her dapple is at an end.” The presence of this epithet, 
then, at the opening of the Windhover is a sign that the experience 
is irradiated by the glow of a quality most pleasing to the poet’s 
mind. It is part of the total beauty of the bird in flight which 
overwhelms the poet’s soul. 

The bird is characterized as “morning’s minion, kingdom of 
daylight’s dauphin” with significant intent. For its bearing shows 
it to be the favorite, the half-spoiled darling of the dawn, the 
heir-apparent of daylight’s kingdom, ever to be found near it as 
its closest follower and pet. Moreover, by reason of this special 
relationship to the monarch, a minion and dauphin is usually in- 
clined to carry himself with a certain self-assurance and haughti- 
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ness, fearless and self-willed in his consciousness of relative im- 
punity for his actions because of the king’s protecting benevolence. 
This is why the falcon flies so confidently, so boldly into the gusts 
of air, and makes the rounds of his demesne with such regal 
show and independence, to the admiring applause of the poet. 

Moreover, the entire poem is pervaded by an air of medieval 
chivalry, like the meditation on the Kingdom of Christ which it 
is re-expressing. “Minion,” “dauphin,” “chevalier,” and other 
words are obviously meant to give this archaic flavor, and to call 
up a pageant of colorful feudal imagery and associated ideals. 
Furthermore, the bird seems on reflection and by a sudden illumi- 
nation to become for the poet a symbol, a reminder of Christ — 
the Crusading King in question. This appears to be implied in the 
poem’s explicit dedication “To Christ Our Lord,” and in its 
consistent echoing of the Kingdom of Christ motif. 

Supplementary meanings such as these constitute a second level 
of the poet’s thought, lying not on the poem’s surface but in its 
inner context. They will at least give us the right approach and 
overtones; for the experience is clearly sublimated in Hopkins’ 
deeply religious and Ignatian mind into a vision of spiritual com- 
bat under the leadership of Christ. We, then, must stress these 
background ideas even more explicitly than the poet himself, 
merely to come to the poem with the right mood and imagery. 

The falcon is further pictured now “in his riding of the rolling 
level underneath him steady air, and striding high there . . .” He 
“rides” the billowing air as a ship the waves, and as a crusading 
knight his swaying, powerful charger. For the air at dawn is com- 
monly rough and boisterous, since the growing heat of the sun 
stirs currents of warm rising air while the colder portions rush in 
to take up the vacated place. But the bird by his spirited, energetic 
exertion subdues its rolling turmoil into steadiness and level calm, 
or rather treats it in his strength as though it were but steady and 
calm, turning its wildness to submissive support underneath him , 
its master. The line is evidently intended to be read as though 
hyphenated into one composite idea : “rolling, level-underneath- 
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him, steady air,” for this alone removes the difficulty of such 
opposite adjectives as “rolling,” and “level,” “steady” applied to 
the same subject at once. 

The gallant bird, however, not only rides over opposition, but 
does it with a fling of joyous, conscious power: “and striding high 
there.” It is the princely, the royal favorite’s stride, the determined, 
fearless, justifiably confident bearing of one aware of his dignity, 
his rights, and his power. A thrill of admiration is the natural re- 
action of the onlooker, and this very aspect of the bird’s flight is 
one of the major causes of Hopkins’ delight. 

In Christ, too, one is reminded of its counterpart. For the falcon 
is not only a vividly real natural object, but becomes on medita- 
tion a symbol, a revelation of Christ, Who also stirs the mind to 
admiration with His utterly intrepid comportment in the face of 
opposition. He not merely went up to Jerusalem in the teeth of 
His foes, but walked thither so resolutely that the disciples were 
amazed: “They were on the road, going up to Jerusalem, and 
Jesus was walking ahead of them, and they were astounded and 
followed in fear.” 19 As Hopkins said elsewhere, in admiration, 
“his [Christ’s] heart was brave ... He found the thought of His 
Passion past bearing, yet He went through with it” (N 264). He 
goes forth to His death firmly, of His own accord: “Arise, let us 
go ! Behold, he who shall betray me is at hand.” 20 

For Hopkins, Christ is the supreme Hero of all time, Who of 
His own free choice undertook the greatest, most painful and 
terrifying mission ever laid on man’s shoulders, and with inex- 
pressible heroism flowing from infinite love and selfless dedication 
carried through the mighty struggle unto death, even death on a 
cross, to the final triumphant “It is consummated!” In the im- 
agery of the Easter liturgy, Vita et Mors dueUo conflixere mir - 
ando; Dux vitae mortuus regnat vivus! 21 

19 St. Mark 10.32. 

20 St, Matthew 26.46. 

21 “Life and Death grappled in wondrous battle; the Captain of Life, 
though slain, lives triumphant!” 

Hopkins often speaks of Christ as a hero in this sense, as in Wreck of the 
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Such are the inspiring aspects of his Captain, Christ, which 
seem recalled to Hopkins 5 mind as he watches in awed admiration 
the plucky, gallant, spirited bird wrestling with the wind. Nor is 
the closing touch, “high there , 55 without significance. The heights 
up to which the bird fights his way by sheer mettle are a large part 
of the thrill and inspiration of the sight. Exalted and lofty too are 
the regions to which Christ’s example and divine challenge call 
the soul. The whole experience is one of being dared to higher 
levels of action. 


The Octave: Second Half 

“How he rung upon the rein of a wimpling wing in his ecstasy ! 55 
Once more the theme of this first movement is re-stated with 
variations. The bird is soaring in glorious rhythmic circles, ever 
driving upward with a thrill of achievement, of gratifying ap- 
proach to its goal in the heights. The word “rung 55 is, character- 
istically, the exact technical term for the occasion, called up from 
Hopkins 5 remarkable vocabulary of old and rare words still fresh 
to his mind with all their original meaning and color, “with the 
sap still in them . 55 “Rung 55 is here intransitive, the technical term 
from falconry defined by the New ( Oxford ) English Dictionary 


Deutschland (st. 8): “To hero of Calvary, Christ’s feet”; ibid. st. 35: “Hero 
of us, high-priest”; ibid. st. 33: “Our passion-plunged giant”; Carrion Com- 
fort: “the hero whose heaven-handling flung me, foot trod me”; Loss of the 
Eurydice ( 11 . 109-112): 

“But to Christ lord of thunder 
Crouch; lay knee by earth low under: 

‘Holiest, loveliest, bravest, 

Save my hero, O Hero savest.’ ” 

And he has an entire sermon of glowing earnestness on this very concept: 
“Our Lord Jesus Christ, my brethren, is our hero, a hero all the world 
wants. ... He is a warrior and a conqueror. ... He is a King. ... He 
is all the world’s hero, the desire of the nations. But besides he is the hero 
of single souls ... all his servants take up their cross and follow him. And 
those even that do not follow him, yet they look wistfully after him, own him 
a hero, and wish they dared answer to his call. . . . Make him your hero 
now. . . .” (N 260-266). 
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as used “of a hawk: to rise spirally in flight.” 22 It means, then, 
to fly about in rings or circles, and should not be confused with 
the transitive parallel forms such as ‘ring a bell , 5 ‘ring the changes , 5 
or ‘ring in the reins . 5 

I. A. Richards’ interpretation , 23 that it is taken from the 
vocabulary of the manage, to mean making a horse go about in a 
circle under the control of a rope, clearly gives only a secondary 
meaning, to be thought of subsequently to the basic image from 
falconry; it is brought in, if at all, by the implications of “on the 
rein of a wimpling wing , 55 which is primarily to remind us again 
of the crusading-knight-motif which underlies the whole poem as 
a second level of meaning. The word seems also to imply Hop- 
kins 5 marveling at the control of such power by so tiny and flimsy 
a fulcrum as a wing, which here serves to “rein in 55 the bird’s 
flight. 

The falcon’s wing is described as “wimpling 55 24 because of the 
way the feathers appear in graceful folds when seen from below 
(as Hopkins recalls from closer observation before), and also 
because the mechanics of banked flight require the pivotal wing 
to be contracted so that its shortened span forces the surface into 
little bulging ripples. Hopkins’ sharp eye delights in noting such 
details of nature lore, and his ability to express the observation so 
acutely indicates high poetic power. 

The fact that the bird is shown soaring about so joyously, “in 
his ecstasy ! 55 25 is crucial to an understanding of the poem. Hop- 

22 The Oxford English Dictionary , vol. 8, p. 692, col. 2. 

23 “Gerard Hopkins,” The Dial 81 (Sept. 1926). 

24 Compare Morning Midday and Evening Sacrifice: 

“The dappled die-away 
Cheek and wimpled lip.” 

Also The Leaden Echo and the Golden Echo ( 1 . 25): 

“the wimpled-water-dimpled, not-by-moming-matchid face.” 

25 Hopkins has an interesting entry in his Journal for Nov. 8, 1874, which 
parallels the present passage: “We saw a vast multitude of starlings making 
an unspeakable jangle. . . . They would sweep round in whirlwinds - you 
could see the nearer and farther bow of the rings by the size and black- 
ness . . . then they would fall upon a field and so on. ... I thought they 
must be full of enthusiasm and delight hearing their cries and stirring and 
cheering one another.” (N 215 ) 
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kins is gripped and inspired by the sight not merely because it is a 
manifestation of such graceful beauty and thrilling valor, but also 
because it is a revelation that spirited action is a key to happiness . 26 
The joy of function, the thrill which compensates noble exertion, 
is a major chord in this poem’s central theme. It will ring out 
again, and sweeten all the harder notes of the personal challenge 
in the finale. 

This ecstasy of valiant endeavor applies also to Christ. Did He 
not “exult as a giant to run His course,” 27 and proclaim His 
eagerness for the struggle: “I am come to cast fire on the earth, 
and what will I but that it be kindled?” 28 

Now the bird turns from his steep climb to glide down de- 
fiantly into the teeth of the wind : “then off, off forth on swing, 
as a skate’s heel sweeps smooth on a bow-bend.” After circling 
about in ascending spirals, the falcon suddenly levels off, swings 
outward and down in the opposite direction in a neat, swift curve, 
then tilts his wings to the other side and executes a reverse curve. 
The whole motion looks like a figure-eight or the contours of a 
ribbon tied in a bow. It is just what one sees a hawk do occa- 
sionally as it coasts back and forth over a chosen area of inspec- 
tion. In its graceful beauty and impression of controlled power, 
it reminds Hopkins, most aptly, of a skater sweeping powerfully 
yet easily around in smooth curves, while the heel of the skate 
scrapes up a spray of ice flakes in a flurry of power. The simile 
is remarkable, and like all of Hopkins’ comparisons strikingly 
fresh and original. 

“The hurl and gliding rebuffed the big wind.” The bird shows 
a sort of defiance for his antagonist, a disdainful attitude not 
based on contempt but on fearless trust in his own proved 
strength. He shows this not merely by pitting his forces counter 

36 Aristotle had shown that happiness lies in activity, as the crowning 
bloom of properly ordered function, the perfection of operation. Pleasure, 
too, is nothing else than the natural consequence and reward of due exercise 
of the faculties on their proper objects. (Nicomachean Ethics 1 i74b-i 175a.) 

27 Psalm 18.6. 

2B St. Luke 12.49. 
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to the wind and “hurling” himself through it, but also by “glid- 
ing” along with it or down on it from his height with an air of 
yielding for a moment to its will until he decides to terminate its 
permitted control. The “gliding” probably refers to the “off, off 
forth on swing ...” downwards, after the upward spiralling by 
counter-thrust or “hurl.” 

There is a parallel to this too in Christ’s struggle. His mastery 
of every situation is shown not only by energetic counter-action, 
as when He denounced the Pharisees or hurled His captors back- 
ward to the ground by a mere word, but also by His majestic free 
submission to their will: “But this is your hour, and the power 
of darkness.” 29 He is master still. 


Transition 

The pivotal line of the poem now sums up the significance of 
all that has gone before and leads into the dominant thought of 
the sestet: “My heart in hiding stirred for a bird — the achieve 
of, the mastery of the thing!” 80 Hitherto, the poet has been lost 
in the thing itself, the vision which has been dominating his atten- 
tion. Now he adverts reflexly to his own reaction. He realizes that 
all along his emotions and will have been stimulated to act, as 
well as his mind. This has been almost unwitting, secret, “in 
hiding” from his attention. But more than that — his heart itself 
has been, consciously enough, “in hiding” from something it fears, 
from the bitter implications of life and from Christ’s insistent 
challenge to a more heroic plane of activity. It has been shrinking 
from the cost and pain of doing great things, somewhat in the 
mood of Francis Thompson’s Dread of Height,* 1 in which the 

29 Ibid., 22.53. 

30 Compare the very similar passage in Henry Purcell: 

“so some great stormfowl, whenever he has walked his while 
The thunder-purple seabeach plumed purple-of-thunder, 

If a wuthering of his palmy snow-pinions scatter a colossal smile 
Off him, but meaning [only] motion fans fresh our wits with wonder.** 

31 The Poems of Francis Thompson , edited by Rev. Terence L. Con- 
nolly, S.J. (Century Co., 1932), pp. 161-163. 
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very realization of fragile man’s sublime goal and calling terrifies 
the soul and makes it want to forget the noble challenge. Wkll&aJ 
an echo here of the theme worked out by Hopkins earlier in the 
Wreck of the Deutschland, stanzas 2 and 3, especially the lines: 

I did say yes 

O at lightning and lashed rod; 

Thou heardst me truer than tongue confess 
Thy terror, O Christ, O God ; 

Thou knowest the walls, altar and hour and night: 

The swoon of a heart that the sweep and the hurl of thee trod 
Hard down with a horror of height . . . 

It is the same sort of experience as St. Augustine describes in the 
Confessio ns.^ Et reverberasti infirmitatem aspectus mei radians in 
me vehementer , et contremui AMORE ET HORRORE: et 
inveni longe me esse a te in regione dissimilitudinis, tamquam 
audirem vocem tuam de excelso: (C Cibus sum grandium: cresce et 
manducabis Me” 32 

Hopkins is not hiding, of course, from the world or reality but 
from Christ’s challenge to follow Him all the way to heroic 
heights of selfless crusading for God, to be perfect even as his 
heavenly Father is perfect. For although in his daily life as a 
Jesuit he is dedicated to the greater glory of God, nevertheless he 
realizes that he could exert himself to still more valorous deeds for 
the triumph of Christ in his own soul and in other men. It is only 
that he dreads the price this would entail, and is already weary 
from the long and ruthless struggle against self. His present mode 
of service is noble and satisfactory, or at least sufficient; must he 
rise still higher, be outstanding in the ranks of his Captain Christ? 
He knows he ought to. In the spirit of St. Ignatius’ cry in the 
Exercises: “What have I done for Christ? What am I doing for 

32 “And in the strength of Thy radiance upon me my weak vision was 
smitten back, and I trembled WITH LOVE AND WITH FRIGHT: and I 
discovered that I was far from Thee, in the region of unlikeness, as though I 
heard a voice from on high: ‘I am the food of the great: grow, and thou 
shalt eat Me.’” ( Confessions 7.10.) 
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Christ? What ought I do for Christ?” 83 he feels that more is 
expected from him, that his own self-respect demands it. Yet he 
shrinks from the thought and tries to hide from it under the 
cover of an uneasy complacency in his already more-than-average 
service. 

In this frame of mind, he implies, he has come upon this 
falcon, and while watching it discovers that his timid heart has 
been increasingly stirred with admiration. A mere bird! Yet what 
valor, what energetic achievement, what mastery of its own well- 
disciplined powers and through them of the buffeting wind ! The 
beauty of perfect function, the manifest joy in the perilous, tri- 
umphant activity, the reckless abandon to the nobility of the deed 
in forgetfulness of all toil and pain to self have aroused in him 
a sudden envy, a pang of remorse for his own slackness in the 
battle, a renewed impulse to go and do likewise. The sublimation 
of the plucky bird into a symbol and reminder of Christ the 
supreme hero, the King Who is ever beckoning to press closer to 
Him in the very center of the fray, intensifies the impulse a hun- 
dredfold. He has seen now more clearly that nobility and beauty 
of life lie, by the very nature of things, in brave action, in exertion 
of will to ever greater deeds of dedication and sacrifice. He is on 
the verge of an heroic decision. 

There is a tensely dramatic pause, then he bursts out, in the 
sestet, into an expression of his resolve to do as the falcon has 
done, to be a more gallant crusader with Christ. 

The Sestet, First Hal}: challenge accepted 

The transition from the bird to self, from the objective ideal 
to its personal application and realization is admirably direct and 
definite. He calls on all the factors of the bird’s inspiring achieve- 
ment to come and put themselves in operation here in his life 
too: “Brute beauty and valour and act, oh, air, pride, plume, 
here buckle !” 

33 The Spiritual Exercises of St. Ignatius , translated by Fr. Mullan, p. 39. 
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This line is the crucial one of the whole poem. On its inter- 
pretation depend the meaning and structural integration to be 
attributed to the entire piece. Here all interpreters, however 
closely agreeing on individual points of the poem, must part 
company on the meaning of the whole if they differ on this one 
line. Intriguingly enough, an important clue to the poet’s own 
intention lies locked in an unobtrusive comma. Not that this is 
all, for the context and the required meaning of the words them- 
selves would seem to clamor for one interpretation against all 
others; but the grammatical logic revealed by the final comma 
of the line strongly supports the same view. 

Although on less careful analysis the nouns of this line seem 
to be equally susceptible of construction as nominatives or voca- 
tives, and the verb “buckle!” as indicative or imperative, a close 
scrutiny of the text shows that only the latter alternative in each 
case seems to be intended. And this at once rules out any read- 
ing of the poem as one of defeat, despair, jealous pining, passive 
resignation, or anything other than the spirit of the Kingdom of 
Christ meditation. 

One hardly puts a comma at the end of a series of nomina- 
tives, separating the final member from the common indicative 
verb; nor does one properly leave it out after a series of vocatives, 
before their common imperative. Neither can “air, pride, plume,” 
be taken as a merely parenthetical aside or counterpart, to be set 
off by commas. The scansion is against it, and the words are too 
important to the sense and effectiveness of the line as turning 
point. Despite the tantalizing ambiguity of the structure, then, 
where even the “oh” and the exclamation point conspire against 
us by remaining noncommittal, open to either acceptation of the 
nouns and verb, it seems clear that “buckle!” must be taken as 
a challenge, in the direct imperative, not as an assertion of fact. 

As an imperative, its force can scarcely be a despondent “col- 
lapse,” as we say that auto fenders ‘buckle’ in a collision — one 
doesn’t invite an admired agent to come here now and collapse 
in a fiasco ! Nor will it mean “buckle on” as armor for protection 
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or aggression, with the imperative addressed to a single person 
(the poet) outside the series of nouns from “beauty” to “plume,” 
for this too (apart from not making good sense) would require 
the omission of the comma, which has no place between an im- 
perative and its object. 

“Buckle,” then, as an imperative addressed to all the nouns 
in the series, must have here its intransitive sense, which is given 
by the dictionaries as: “to prepare self for a contest or under- 
taking; hence to apply self with vigor to a task; to come to close 
quarters, grapple, engage.” 34 This is the meaning the word has, 
for instance, in Shakespeare’s “In single combat thou shalt buckle 
with me.” 35 Today, we are more familiar with this sense of the 
word when used with the preposition, as “buckle to” a hard task. 

As will be more apparent later, the whole context of the poem 
corroborates this interpretation, that “buckle” here signifies 
“grapple,” “engage.” 

Hopkins 1 meaning, then, in this line is definite. He calls upon 
all the elements which went to make up the engrossing vision of 
the falcon gloriously exerting its energy and by its valor and ful- 
filment of natural function bringing delight to the beholder and 
praise to its Maker. They are invited to come and re-enact their 
struggle “here,” in the poet’s heart; and the new field of battle 
is designated with courageous, even triumphant emphasis by its 
metrical position. With admirable vigor and economy, he sweeps 
the whole scene with his gaze and fastens on the very aspects of 
the octave’s description which most essentially express its signifi- 
cance: the “valor and act” which have thrilled him and which 
result in “brute beauty,” that is, natural, spontaneous, indelib- 

34 The Oxford English Dictionary, vol. i, p. 1151, col. 3; Webster's New 
International Dictionary of the English Language (Merriam, 1929), p. 286, 
col. 1. 

35 / Henry VI 1.2.95; cf. ibid., 5.3.28: 

“My ancient incantations are too weak 
And hell too strong for me to buckle with.” 



298 IMMORTAL DIAMOND 

erate beauty flowing from the very function rather than con- 
sciously elaborated art; the “pride” or high-spirited mettle and 
display of the wheeling bird 36 and charging knight; the “plume” 
of feathered wing, of dauphin’s cap and crusader’s crest; and the 
“air” which by opposing the rest has brought out their splendor, 
and which here in this summary functions as the surest hint that 
the whole line is intended to recall everything that has gone 
before. 

What will result from the acceptance of this challenge is very 
clear to the poet: “AND the fire that breaks from thee then, a 
billion times told lovelier, more dangerous, O my chevalier!” The 
very way in which* the “AND” is emphasized reveals its impor- 
tance in the development of the thought. It is the “and” of con- 
sequence, equivalent to “and as a certain result . . for the 
preceding line is really a protasis, to which this is the apodosis — 
if this struggle is re-enacted in the poet’s soul, then in consequence 
a glory, a “fire” will break forth from him too. (The address has 
been shifted by the “here” from the elements to the poet himself : 
‘thee’). His soul will acquire in his own eyes and in Christ’s a 
new splendor, the glow of active virtue and valor and love proved 
by deeds . 87 

The bird sitting on a limb had stirred no excited admiration, 
but only when in difficult activity; so too the radiance of divine 
grace will flame out from the poet’s soul, roused from compla- 
cency to brave exertion, “a billion times told lovelier” because 
“more dangerous,” more daring than in the case of the falcon, as 
much as grace surpasses nature and spiritual struggle outshines 

30 As in Shakespeare’s: “A falcon towering in her pride of place” ( Mac- 
beth 2.4.12). The word “pride” seems to be used by Hopkins with some of 
its other connotations also: “feeling of elation, pleasure, or high satisfaction 
derived from some action” ; “pomp or display” ; “mettle or spirit in a horse” 
( Oxford English Dictionary). For the last meaning, which certainly fits our 
context well, cf. Shakespeare’s “Your Uncle Worcester’s Horse came but 
to-day, And now their pride and mettal is asleepe” (I Henry IV 4.3.22) ; 
“The colt that’s backt and burthend being yong, Loseth his pride, and neuer 
waxeth strong” ( Venus and Adonis 420). 

37 This thought is elaborated by Hopkins himself in the sestet of poem 39, 
The Soldier. 
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physical combat. For if “Honour is flashed off exploit,” 88 the 
nobler the exploit the more lovely is the glory. 

Hopkins addresses his heart in all this as “O my chevalier,” 
that is, as crusading knight of Christ. The word is not a colorless 
equivalent to our ‘cavalier’ but an intentional echo of medieval 
crusading terminology; it admirably brings back into the mind’s 
focus those significant words of the octave : “minion,” “dauphin,” 
“riding,” “rein,” etc., and reiterates the imagery of the Kingdom 
of Christ meditation on which the whole poem is based. 

It is indeed possible, by taking “buckle” as an indicative, to 
explain these lines somewhat differently, and understand the 
“here,” “thee,” and “chevalier” as referring to the bird, and only 
indirectly to the poet himself. Either way, the poem’s point and 
logic are the same. But there are several considerations which 
seem, especially when taken together, to show that Hopkins is 
explicitly applying to himself the lesson he has noted in the fal- 
con’s acts. 

If the octave has made anything clear it is that the reason 
Hopkins admires the scene is the gallantry of the struggle, and 
that the cause of the bird’s splendor, perfection, and exultation 
is its energetic “act,” which reveals its “valor” and explains its 
“brute beauty.” Hence it would be very weak and inept for the 
poet to state that which he has already made clear: “Why look, 
the reason I admire this bird is because here it is grappling with 
the wind!” That fact should be obvious from the mere dramatic 
description in the octave, particularly from the words “striding,” 
“in his ecstasy,” “rebuffed the big wind,” and the expressed admi- 
ration for the masterly achievement. But if “buckle” is taken as 
imperative, and “here,” “thee,” and “chevalier” made to refer to 
the poet himself, the lines immediately assume great poetic in- 
tensity and give a much more artistic structure and a fuller mean- 
ing to the poem, by opening up fresh veins of thought on the 
spiritual and personal level. All thus becomes a parable, charged 
with profound significance. 

38 Poem 49.1 (In Honour of St. Alphonsus Rodriguez) . 
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This is fully in Hopkins’ manner, as when in Hurrahing in 
Harvest while contemplating the beauty of an autumn sky he 
suddenly reverts to himself : 

I walk, I lift up, I lift up heart, eyes, 

Down all that glory in the heavens to glean our Saviour . . . 

Similarly, in Spelt from Sibyl's Leaves , while immersed in pon- 
dering the mystery of advancing evening, he twice bursts out into 
personal soliloquy: “Heart, you round me right /With: Our 
evening is over us; our night . . and later: “Our tale, O our 
oracle!” This self-address is of course common poetic usage, 
especially in a sonnet, and very frequent in Hopkins . 39 The tran- 
sition here from the falcon to self has been artfully prepared for 
by the sudden personal cast of thought at the end of line seven : 
“My heart in hiding . . And it seems clear at the end that the 
poet has been addressing his own heart in the sestet, for the “ah 
my dear” of line thirteen can hardly have any other object. 

Above all, the comparatives in line eleven support this view, 
indeed appear to demand it. For the glory can scarcely be said 
to be “a billion times told lovelier, more dangerous” when the 
bird is in action than when it is resting; but to say that a cor- 
responding struggle in Hopkins’ own soul will be a billion times 
lovelier and more dangerous than it is in the bird, since it will 
be on the supernatural plane, makes excellent sense. Indeed, how 
can the struggle, if confined to the bird, be called more dangerous, 
if only contrasted to the state of ease, which holds no danger 
at all? 

Furthermore, in this personal application of the bird’s lesson — 

39 For instance Poem 45: “What sights you, heart, saw; ways you went!” 
Wreck of the Deutschland , st. 3: “My heart, but you were dovewinged . . 
ibid., st. 18: 

“Ah, touched in your bower of bone 
Are you! turned for an exquisite smart, 

Have you! make words break from me here all alone, 

Do you ! — mother of being in me, heart.” 

See also the conclusions to The Candle Indoors and On the Portrait of Two 
Beautiful Young People. 
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which is certainly implicit anyhow, even if “buckle” is taken as 
indicative, since the line together with the two following then 
implies a universal principle, applicable to Hopkins also — lies the 
deeper explanation of the poem’s dedication “To Christ our 
Lord.” For the whole piece is really a votive offering to Christ, a 
sort of written deed or document proclaiming Hopkins’ conse- 
cration of himself to Christ’s more active service, his acceptance 
of his Captain’s challenge as mysteriously revealed to him in the 
action of the bird, which, like the stormfowl in Henry Purcell , 
“meaning [only] motion fans fresh our wits with wonder.” 

In the light of Hopkins’ fondness for repeating ideas and 
images which have struck him forcibly, strong confirmation for 
our interpretation is afforded by recalling that in an early poem, 
of October, 1865, he wrote (N 52) : 

Let me be to Thee as the circling bird . . . 

That shapes in half-light his departing rings. 

In that poem, the bird teaches him love of God; in the Wind- 
hover, valorous exertion in Christ’s cause. A closer parallel could 
not be asked. Let Hopkins be his own interpreter. 

The Sestet , Second Half: Corroboration 

All is now rounded off with a concluding appeal to two other 
natural analogies which enforce the same lesson as the falcon, 
and which serve to confirm or ‘clinch’ the resolution which the 
poet has taken. If he too submits all his faculties and energy to 
Christ’s work, heedless of the cost to self, his life will be thereby 
the more glorious. Like the sailor he has described in the Loss of 
the Eurydice (line 78), he too will be “strung by duty” and 
therefore “strained to beauty.” 

Now, he muses, in an undertone of self-consolation for the 
anticipated suffering, this is, after all, a natural law, to be ob- 
served in operation in many other cases also : “No wonder of it,” 
be not surprised at this dependence of splendor on beyond-the- 
average exertion and suffering; it is a law of things. For instance, 
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“sh£er plod makes plough down sillion shine” : the ploughshare, 
rusty and drab in a comer of the bam from idleness or disuse, 
once put to work at its lowly task in “sheer,” unmitigated, un- 
relenting toil, begins to gleam and “shine” all down the furrow, 
its soft, smooth brilliance glowing with a beauty that often flashes 
from one end of the row to the other . 40 

“Sillion” is not a color-tone, but the archaic spelling for ‘selion , 5 
which means the ridge or strip of land between furrows dividing 
plots in the open field system . 41 And although the freshly turned 
earth also glows for a time on its damp, packed surface, this is 
surely not referred to in the line, as some would insist. Hopkins 
does not write ‘plough-down sillion 5 or ‘ploughed down sillion , 5 
which would be required if “sillion 55 were to be the subject of the 
verb “shine.” Nor would this image be nearly as powerful, since 
the earth’s gleam is weak and fleeting and not due to its own 
exertion or “sheer plod . 55 

A further example comes to the poet’s mind: “and blue-bleak 
embers, ah my dear, fall, gall themselves, and gash gold-ver- 
milion.” The coals of a dying fire, so finely characterized as 
“blue-bleak,” blaze out into a sudden final glory if they fall from 
their place of inert obscurity and suffer a “galling” wound which 
makes them burst into an orange splendor, as though “gashed” 
and bleeding. The compensatory refulgence of their symbolic 
agony has not only the painful red of spilt life-blood, but the 
glorious gold of nobility, quasi-martyrdom, and that generous 
sacrifice which is “precious in the sight of the Lord.” 42 

The law of glory through struggle, he thus reminds his heart 
(“ah my dear”), prevails not only when the struggle is one of 
joy, as with the falcon, but also when it implies pain and the 
wearisome cross of undiversified drudgery, as in the galled ember 
and plodding plough. Perhaps, after all, his ardent resolution 

40 This is the precise point of Vergil’s description of the plow: 

Incipiat sulco attritus splendescere vomer . ( Georgies 1.46) 

41 For illustration of the word’s history, usage, and various forms, see the 
Oxford English Dictionary. 

42 Psalm 1 15.15. 
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to do great things for Christ, in the crusading spirit of the knight 
and dauntless bird, will bring him, not to their plane of external 
activity before the eyes of an admiring world, but rather to the 
hidden, unglamorous, less adventuresome struggle of patient plod- 
ding in his duties as a priest, or (as it actually did) to a slow 
martyrdom in the dying fires of undermined health. 43 

The heavy, weary movement of the closing lines reflects this 
sobering and realistic thought. But what of it? In Christ’s eyes 
the lowly role can be just as glorious, though the glory be hidden 
from men’s notice. 44 So he rises yet higher in his heroic resolve, 
and accepts even this. After all, did not his Leader say, “Ought 
not Christ to have suffered these things, and so enter into His 
glory?” 45 Such is the law of supernatural life. As Hopkins once 
wrote of Christ’s life and example, “. . . through poverty, 
through labour, through crucifixion his majesty of nature more 
shines” (N 264). Just so, even the humble plough “shines” from 
its toil, and the gashed embers can make one last total expenditure 
of their powers and glow in a sunset glory. 

The very air of triumph in the rhythmical swiftness and energy 
of the words “shine” and “gold-vermilion” echoes his consolation 
and his trust. And thus the poem ends in a blaze of spangled color 
which reflects the very first image with which it began — the bird 
exultantly soaring among the clouds as the golden sun creeps up 
on the flame-red glory of the dappled dawn. 

The Spirit of the Poem 

A true concept, then, of Catholic asceticism and Jesuit spiritu- 
ality, so admirably expressed in the Kingdom of Christ medita- 

43 The late sonnets (Nos. 40, 41, 44-47, 50, and Spelt from Sibyl's Leaves 
—for which last Bridges gives the wrong date; it should be 1884)85 ; see 
N 4 2 5) §P VC moving testimony to the anguish of this spiritual martyrdom 
with which Christ honored the poet’s offer, and to the nobility of loyal faith 
with which Hopkins bore the struggle. I show this more fully in my analysis 
of Spelt in Thought 19 (Dec. 1944), pp. 633-648. 

44 The best commentary on this truth is Hopkins’ poem 49, In Honour 
of St. Alphonsus Rodriguez. 

45 St. Luke 24.26. 
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tion, will enable us to see that the momentous resolve the poet 
takes under the stimulating example of the windhover is not one 
of dour self-repression but of eager, positive dedication to action. 
He will do more and braver things for Christ, first in the fuller 
and more energetic adhesion of his own will to Christ, then, in 
consequence, on the plane of active ministry for souls by labor, 
example, and suffering offered up in Christ’s cause. Whether this 
will mean the joy and glory of the falcon’s soaring or the hidden 
struggle with monotonous duties or wasting fires of pain, he con- 
quers his natural repugnance at the cost in a generous, selfless, 
supematurally joyful casting of his services at the feet of his 
Captain Christ. 

All this is in the spirit of St. Ignatius’ prayer: “Dearest Lord, 
teach me to be generous : to serve Thee as Thou deservest, to give 
and not to count the cost, to fight and not to heed the wounds, 
to toil and not to seek for rest, to labor and not ask for reward — 
save that of knowing that I am doing Thy will.” Another Jesuit 
poet, Father James J. Daly, in his Grand Review of forebears 
in the Society, has admirably expressed Hopkins’ theme and the 
Jesuit spirit: 

We have brave fathers: high-strung men who poured 
Their youth, strength, natural hopes, dreams of renown. 
Lightly into the lap of Christ , their Lord . 46 

This gallant fling of the hand as the knight lays all at his King’s 
service is not done in sorrow or regret. Nor is the aim of true 
Catholic self-discipline and asceticism repression of activity, but 
the pruning away of disordered and parasitical impulses so that 
activity may be all the more vigorous and telling along those 
channels most worthy of man. Unless one understands these 
things, there is no hope of rightly appreciating Hopkins . 47 

40 J. J. Daly, S.J., "The Grand Review,” in Boscobel and Other Rimes 
(Bruce, 1934b P- 84. 

47 Dr. Pick has well explained the place and function of Catholic asceti- 
cism in Hopkins’ achievement, both in his book, G. M. Hopkins , Priest and 
Poet , pp. 37 - 38 , 5 1 , 55> 117-118, and in a fine article "The Inspiration of 
Hopkins’ Poetry,” America 68 (Jan. 23, 1943), pp. 437-438. 
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Poetic Artistry of the Windhover 

Most of the poetic merits of this splendid sonnet are so obvious 
and striking as not to require comment. But we may briefly list 
the main points, to complete our analysis. The opening lines show 
remarkable power in re-creating the vision of the falcon in flight — 
the bird is not merely described, but made to live in our con- 
sciousness because the words have such dramatic and representa- 
tive force that their object is acted out before us. As Richards 
justly remarks, 48 we participate in the bird’s flight, and empathy 
could hardly be carried further in verse. The very rhythm tells 
the story, after the fashion of descriptive music. 

The octave is almost instrumental in its movement, rushing, 
whirling, soaring, gliding in its flight. How clearly lines 2, 3, and 4 
echo the movement they relate! “Rebuffed the big wind” has all 
the snap and defiance it describes, while the final line of the 
octave has a swift, triumphant rhythm most suited to the poet’s 
expressed mood. There is again, a heroic ring about that de- 
cisive “Buckle!” So too, the slow, weary movement of lines 12 
and 14 is perfect musical accompaniment to the theme, while the 
sudden explosion of the final “gold-vermilion” by itself should 
reveal the air of joy and triumph, not of depressing renunciation, 
which dominates the whole. 

We see clearly in this poem Hopkins’ characteristic energy of 
thought, the “power and velocity of his mental creation and that 
joy of the senses which is the unmistakable Hopkins,” as Bernard 
Kelly has put it. 49 The sonnet has a wonderful integration of 
structure, a unified “inscape” whose interacting parts are perfectly 
blended in function. As usual with Hopkins, the imagery is re- 
markable for originality, fresh vigor, 50 and colorful life. Great 
strength and independence of poetic expression mark the han- 

48 “Gerard Hopkins,” The Dial, Sept., 1926. 

40 The Mind and Poetry of G. M. Hopkins ; not paginated. 

50 Contrast, for instance, the description of the falcon whirling in the 
dawn with Shelley’s romantically over-colored and superficial handling of 
an equivalent theme in Lines Written Among the Euganean Hills, 11 . 71-85. 
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dling of the sonnet form ( among other things, the first eight lines 
all end in “-ing” !), which here reaches the perfection of Hop- 
kins’ fearless revision of its metrical structure. 

Above all, we delight in the characteristic Hopkins mastery of 
the word. In sound and sense, every word is highly effective, filled 
with living energy and instinct with beauty, rich in implications, 
a challenge to the mind’s minutest scrutiny. Grammar, image, 
rhythmic function all reflect the inspired intensity of true poetic 
utterance, as, before our eyes 

The fine delight that fathers thought; the strong 
Spur, live and lancing like the blowpipe flame, 

Breathes once and, quenched faster than it came. 

Leaves yet the mind a mother of immortal song. ( Poems 51) 

By virtue of his remarkable command of language, Hopkins 
has been able, somehow, in this poem to get the subtlety, the 
intuitive vigor, the depth, and the noble religious coloring of his 
thought into words. He has succeeded in communicating his 
highly complex reaction in nearly all its fulness to its material 
representation in language. We cannot but admire the high art 
by which he has accomplished it; “the achieve of, the mastery of 
the thing!” 



THE LOSS OF THE EURYDICE 
A CRITICAL ANALYSIS 


Youree Watson, S.J. 

“It is best to read the Eurydice first, which is plain sprung 
rhythm and will possess you with the run of it” (D 26. March 29, 
1879). This essay on the Eurydice ought, therefore, to be of par- 
ticular interest to readers who have not yet found for themselves 
deep in Hopkins’ poetry its “dearest freshness.” On the other 
hand, the St. Georges who have long ago overpowered the dragon 
on guard at the entrance to Hopkins’ realm of beauty, 1 those who 
are “at home ... to his truth and grace,” may not reckon the 
Eurydice as beneath their special concern, for did not Hopkins 
agree with Bridges that this poem “shews more mastery in art” 
than even the Deutschland ? 2 

Relative Simplicity of the Poem 

The Eurydice is a much simpler poem than the Deutschland . 
“Short and easy,” Hopkins calls it (B51. May 21, 1878). Of 
course, this last assertion must be taken relatively. The more 
ready intelligibility of the Eurydice is not, however, as might be 
at first supposed, due to its greater “mastery in art.” Hopkins 
corrects this facile mistake when he tells us: “The further in any- 
thing, as a work of art, the organisation is carried out, the deeper 
the form penetrates, . . . the more effort will be required in 
apprehension” (N 96). At all events, one would make a grievous 
error were he to believe that Hopkins’ frequent intricacy of 

1 See Bridges’ note on the Deutschland in Poems , 2nd ed., p. 104. 

a B 1 19 (Jan. 26, 1881). But he adds: “still I think the best lines in the 
Deutschland are better than the best in the other. One may be biassed in 
favour of one’s first-born though.** 
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thought and expression was an affectation. “Obscurity, 55 he wrote 
to Bridges, “I do and will try to avoid so far as is consistent 
with excellences higher than clearness at a first reading” (B 54. 
May 30, 1878). This implied bid for rereading was, as a matter 
of fact, occasioned by difficulties which Bridges had with the 
Eurydice . In a previous letter Hopkins had been quite explicit 
(B 50-51. May 13, 1878) : 

When a new thing, such as my ventures in the Deutschland are, 
is presented us our first criticisms are not our truest, best, most 
homefelt, or most lasting but what come easiest on the instant . . . 
Same of the Eurydice — which being short and easy please read 
more than once. 

Even after we have “understood” Hopkins’ poems we must 
still reread them to accustom the mind to their ruffling originali- 
ties. Otherwise we shall not be able to enjoy them, as Coventry 
Patmore expresses it, “without much interruption from the sur- 
prise of such novelties” (F 205. March 20, 1884) — understood, 
of course, that to an old familiar, Hopkins’ poetry has wholly 
cast off all repellent strangeness, or rather that what was thought 
odd has at length been seen to fit into the pattern, to be part of 
the design or “inscape” of the work of a rare and distinctive 
genius. 


Its Rhythm 

The Eurydice is written in sprung rhythm. Now it might well 
be imagined by the uninitiate that this unusual metrical scheme 
of Hopkins would be the source of special difficulties in reading 
his poetry. That this fear is groundless can easily be shown. 
Sprung rhythm is most adequately discussed elsewhere in this 
volume. For our purposes here we have merely to recall its gen- 
eral character. “To speak shortly, it consists in scanning by ac- 
cents or stresses alone, without any account of the number of 
syllables, so that a foot may be one strong syllable or it may be 



309 


“the loss of the eurydice” 

many light and one strong” (D 14. Oct. 5, 1878). Hopkins con- 
siderately adds a special note on the rhythm of the Eurydice : 
“Written in sprung rhythm, the third line has 3 beats, the rest 4. 
The scanning runs on without break to the end of the stanza, 
so that each stanza is rather one long line rhymed in passage 
than four lines with rhymes at the ends.” 3 

By way of illustration let us consider the scansion of the first 
two stanzas of the poem. 

The Eurydice — it concerned thee, O Lord: 

Three hundred souls, O alas! on board, 

Some asleep unawakened, all un- 
warned, eleven fathoms fallen 

Where she foundered! One stroke 
Felled and furled them, the hearts of oak! 

And flockbells off the aerial 
Downs’ forefalls beat to the burial. 

As will be seen partly from this brief consideration, but much 
more from each one’s experience, sprung rhythm is far from 
offering serious obstacles to the reader. On the contrary, as Hop- 
kins declares, it “is the most natural of things,” being “the 
rhythm of common speech and of written prose, when rhythm is 
perceived in them.” 4 

Our brief review of the nature of sprung rhythm has been 
necessary if for no other purpose than to emphasize the impor- 
tance of stress in the poem under consideration here. “To do the 
Eurydice any kind of justice,” Hopkins insists (B 51-52. May 21. 
1878), 

you must not slovenly read it with the eyes but with your ears, as if 
the paper were declaiming it at you. For instance the lines ‘she had 
come from a cruise training seamen’ 1 ead without stress and declaim 
is mere Lloyd’s Shipping Intelligence; properly read it is quite a 
different thing. Stress is the life of it. 

3 Cited by Bridges. See Poems , p. 107. 

4 Poems , p. 5. Citations are from “Author’s Preface.” 
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On a later occasion he came back to the same point (B 79. 
Apr. 22, 1879) : 

When on somebody returning me the Enrydice, I opened and 
read some lines, reading, as one commonly reads whether prose or 
verse, with the eyes, so to say, only, it struck me aghast with a kind 
of raw nakedness and unmitigated violence I was unprepared for: 
but take breath and read it with the ears, as I always wish to be 
read, and my verse becomes all right. 

Circumstances of Its Composition 

The Eurydice like the other shipwreck piece came after a 
period of poetic inactivity, though this was very much longer 
in the case of the Deutschland . Hopkins, who at the time was 
stationed at Mount St. Mary’s College, Chesterfield, writes to 
Bridges (B48. Apr. 2, 1878): “My muse turned utterly sullen 
in the Sheffield smoke-ridden air and I had not written a line 
till the foundering of the Eurydice the other day 5 and that 
worked on me and I am making a poem. . . .” Thus the first 
draft of the poem was dated “April ’78”; however, Hopkins later 
made various corrections, some even years later. 6 Shortly after 
he had written it, Hopkins offered the poem to the Month for 
publication, but the editors of this periodical rejected it as they 
had previously rejected the Deutschland. Hopkins simply says, 
“They did not like it” (D 15. Oct. 5, 1878). 

Summary of Thought Development 

A careful analysis of the poem should illuminate and strengthen 
our own convictions on its merits and demerits. But as a pre- 
liminary to a more thorough, stanza-by-stanza study we shall, 
beyond doubt, find it helpful to summarize the thought movement 
of the whole. 

5 March 24, 1878, as the subtitle of the poem tells us. 

See note on the Eurydice in Poems , p. 107. 
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In the very first two lines the religious character of the poem 
is manifest. The shipwreck of the Eurydice is a matter for God’s 
special Providence — the salvation of souls is involved. In lines 
1-44 Hopkins describes the ship, the storm that overtook it, and 
the sudden foundering. The Eurydice was ho richly cargoed 
merchant vessel, but a ship of Her Majesty’s Navy. It was re- 
turning from a training cruise for young seamen when a storm 
moving from off the southern coast of England struck and quickly 
capsized it. Lines 45-72 deal with the fate of certain individuals 
aboard. Marcus Hare, the captain, went down with his ship, 
feeling this to be his duty. Only two of the crew were rescued. 
The harrowing experience of one of these, named Sydney Fletcher, 
is related. The striking aspect of a corpse recovered from the sea 
inspires three further stanzas (11. 73-84). 

However, the pathos surrounding this one dead sailor is to 
Hopkins merely an instance of a vaster woe: the spiritual ship- 
wreck of multitudes of his countrymen as a result of England’s 
abandonment of the Catholic Faith. The first evil that Hopkins 
sees in the English Reformation is the despoiling and theft of the 
ancient Catholic cathedrals and places of pilgrimage. This “curse” 
he could, indeed, overlook were it not for the ruin caused the 
living temples of the Holy Spirit, 7 the damnation of many souls, 
occasioned by this sad cleavage from the unity of the true Church. 8 
The greatness of the spiritual loss is accentuated by the poet’s 
dwelling for one stanza ( 11 . 99-104) on the rich Catholicism of 
mediaeval England; but he speedily breaks off this train of 
thought, as though aware it is digression from his special theme : 
the story of the Eurydice and its crew. 

In the stanzas which follow ( 11 . 105-120) he brings before us 
the loved ones of the dead sailors. He approves their grief, but 

7 Gf. St. Paul, 1 Cor. 3.16; 6.19. 

8 Hopkins was well aware of the universal Catholic teaching that Protes- 
tants in good faith — and certainly multitudes of them are in good faith — may 
save their souls, but he knew too that it is considerably more difficult to do 
this without the aid of those sources of grace which the Catholic Church 
puts at the disposal of her members, and notably without the Sacrament of 
Penance ( “Confession” ) . 
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he urges them rather to fall on their knees and pray Christ to 
save the souls of the drowned men. The concern of these last 
stanzas is the spiritual after-fate of the shipwrecked crew. Were 
their souls lost? Did they lack that sanctifying grace without 
which there is no salvation? The odds, so to speak, were against 
them, “unconfessed” heretics 9 as they were; yet hope is by no 
means excluded: God’s foreknowledge of the prayers to be 
offered up after the disaster may have led Him to make extraordi- 
nary provision for the spiritual rescue of these poor seamen. 

Detailed Analysis of the Poem 
The Tragic Theme ( 11 . 1-8) 

The poem opens at a pitch of intense emotion. The poet is 
about to make some statement about the Eurydice when a rush 
of feeling interrupts his thought and inspires him to call upon 
the “Lord of living and dead.” “It concerned thee,” that is to 
say, this boat and its fate were of intense interest to you, O Christ 
— and why? because there were souls on board, and you, Lord, 
are the Shepherd of souls . 10 The cry to God is not a complaint — 
as though God were not about His proper business — but rather 
a fleeting meditation on the mystery of God’s Providence. There 
is implicit, moreover, a petition recommending the unfortunate 
crew to Christ’s care, “care and dear concern.” 

The pathetic mood of the poem is fixed in the moan “O alas!” 
Alas, for the sudden wreck ! Alas, for the unprepared men ! The 
unpreparedness lamented is directly the physical and mental un- 
readiness, but symbolically it is the lack of spiritual preparation 
in the sailors. Many of the men will die “cut off even in 
the blossoms” of their sin , 11 “unhouseled, disappointed, un- 

0 Gf. The Wreck of the Deutschland , stanza 31, line 4 and Henry Purcell. 
stanza 1, and the explanation of the latter given in a letter to Bridges. See 
B 170-171 (Jan. 4, 1883). 

10 In the first draft of stanza 1 the second line read “Three hundred 
hearts,” which is certainly stirring; but then the poem loses a key word. 

11 Hamlet I. V. 76. 
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aneled.” 12 There is here not even such a mercy as was vouchsafed 
the crew of the Deutschland, no prophetic-tongued daughter of 
St. Francis to be a bell to Providence, 

. . . ring of it, and 
Startle the poor sheep back! 13 

Deeper than Prince Ferdinand’s father in Ariel’s song the 
bodies of the men go down with the ship — a physical descent 
which can suggest to the mind the sinking of souls into Hell : and 
so it does here, though this latent fear is not clearly expressed 
until the last stanza of the poem. / 

Illustrative of the complex images created by Hopkins’ ingeni- 
ous imagination are the next words : 

. . . One stroke 

Felled and furled them, the hearts of oak! 

We are so fortunate as to have the poet’s own explanation 
(B52. May 30, 1878): 

How are hearts of oak furled? Well, in sand and sea water. The 
image comes out true under the circumstances, otherwise it could 
not hold together. You are to suppose a stroke or blast in a forest of 
‘hearts of oak’ (ad propositum, sound oak timber) which at one 
blow both lays them low and buries them in broken earth. Furling 
... is proper when said of sticky and staves. 

To explain the obvious, as the trees are felled and bury them- 
selves in the soft ground by their own weight and the momentum 
of their fall, so the men are knocked down by the storm blast and 
wrapped round in swirling water and sand (the wreck took place 
not far from shore) . 

“To every word,” wrote Hopkins (N 95), “meaning a thing; 
and not a relation belongs a passion or prepossession or enthusiasm 
which it has the power of suggesting or producing. . . .” What 
was Hopkins’ precise enthusiasm that led him to compare the 

12 Ibid. , 1 . 77. The words are quoted from Hopkins (N 91 ) who uses them 
to illustrate the antithetical force of negative words. 

18 The Wreck of the Deutschland, stanza 31. 
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shipwrecked sailors with oak trees? Of course, a rough appro- 
priateness would be apparent to anyone, but Hopkins was a poet 
of exceptionally fine sensibilities; his comparisons are not lightly 
or casually selected. In the mouths of the characters in his dia- 
logue “On the Origin of Beauty” he puts what is doubtless his 
own sentiment. “The oak,” says Hanbury in the dialogue, “is 
quite a rugged boldly-irregular tree: and this I should say was 
one of the things which make us invest it with certain qualities 
it has in poetry and in popular and national sentiment.” 14 But 
as the dialogue goes on it becomes clear that there is also in the 
oak a less obvious but truly amazing symmetry. So that for Hop- 
kins the oak tree could aptly serve as metaphor for the “hardy- 
handsome” man. 

“To every word meaning a thing . . . belongs a passion or 
prepossession. . . .” Doubtless, “thing” is here to be taken 
broadly enough to include not only substances, but also actions 
and states, since we cannot get the most from a poet until we 
know his “prepossession” in regard to the words which signify 
these. Now Hopkins, as it happens, had a very distinctive pre- 
possession toward tree-felling. If we can come to share his par- 
ticular reaction, the lines on the “hearts of oak” will heighten 
in significance. 

We are all, no doubt, familiar with Hopkins’ eloquent plaint 
against the desecrators of Binsey. 15 We can compare with this 
what he wrote in his journal for April 8, 1873 ( Jnl 1 74) : 

The ashtree growing in the corner of the garden was felled. It 
was lopped first: I heard the sound and looking out and seeing it 
maimed there came at that moment a great pang and I wished to 
die and not to see the inscapes of the world destroyed any more. 

Again, under December 18, 1873, he wrote (Jnl 187) : “Felling 
of trees going on sadly at Roehampton.” 

\$ Hopkins himself indicates, the prepossession of a word may 

14 N 58. In one of his early diaries he had written (N 49) : “Oak roots 
are silvery, smooth, solid and muscular.” 

1 5 Binsey Poplars. 
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not be the same for all. To a woodcutter the chopping down of 
a tree is an altogether desirable event; to most of us it is a more 
or less regrettable but commonplace occurrence; to Hopkins, 
however, it was sheer tragedy. 

The meaning of the last two lines of the stanza : 

And flockbells off the aerial 
Downs’ forefalls beat to the burial 

may not be clear to all. They are undoubtedly to be taken quite 
literally. The bells of the sheep grazing on the seaward slopes of 
the lofty downs (on the southern coast of the Isle of Wight, near 
which the ship foundered) sounded a sort of funereal music for 
the drowning men. 16 Strange dirge tinkled out by sheepbells! 
Truly admirable is the poetic contrast between the idyllic pas- 
toral scene conjured up by the gentle sheep and the violent storm, 
“Havoc-pocking” the sea with corpses! 

The Ship and Her Crew ( 11 . 9-12) 

The next two stanzas do not require quite so much comment. 
The Eurydice , epic-like, had opened with an excursion in medias 
res . Now the poet goes back to tell the story from the beginning. 
In the first of these stanzas ( 11 . 9-12), we observe a beautifully 
wrought antithesis, and in this, as indeed throughout the poem, 
an immense care for structural parallelism. In the “Origin of 
Beauty” 17 cited above, the youthful Hopkins in the person of 
the “Professor” dogmatized as follows : 

Hebrew poetry, you know, is structurally only distinguished from 
prose by its being paired off in parallelisms, subdivided of course 
often into lower parallelisms. This is well-known, but the important 
part played by parallelism of expression in our poetry is not so well 
known. I think it will surprise anyone when first pointed out. 18 

ia Cf. N 163, where Hopkins speaks of rocks hidden by the “fall of the 
hill.” In N 1 18 he describes a “sheepflock” on the downs. 

17 See also the statements of Hopkins on parallelism in general as noted 
in Fr. Noon’s study in this volume, pp. 252. 

18 N 80. Modern scholars, to be sure, now hold for other elements in 
Hebrew verse structure. 
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In a different paper written about the same time, he has a further 
remark on this subject which happens to apply very strongly to 
his own poetry (N 93) : . . the more marked parallelism in 

structure,” he writes, “whether of elaboration or of emphasis be- 
gets more marked parallelism in the words and sense.” 

The thought antithesis in the lines (9-12) is between the bales 
or bullion on the one hand and the men on the other. Hopkins 
was always aware of the tremendous worth of a human being, and 
the incalculable superiority of man over any inanimate or non- 
human values. This matter comes forward once more in lines 
89-96 of this poem, and the same thought “flushes” other poems, 
as To What Serves Mortal Beauty and Ribblesdale. 

The crew of the vessel — so lines 12 and 14 tell us — were 
grown men and brave young lads approaching manhood. The 
epithet “bold” is typical not only of young men in general, but 
also of Hopkins’ ideals. Though frail and sadly sensitive to pain, 
Hopkins was by no means a physical coward. As a boy, he used 
to climb high into the perilously swaying treetops ( Cf . L 8 ) . 
Likewise he did not hesitate to “cheek” a birch-fond headmaster 
(Cf. F 2. May 7, 1862). All his life long he retained a great 
admiration for bravery, which manifests itself time and again in 
his poetry; to give but a few instances, in line 95 of the poem 
under analysis, in the Deutschland (stanza 16), in The Bugler’s 
First Communion, where a lad blessed for his many virtues is 
first of all “dauntless,” and expressly and emphatically in No. 39 
( The Soldier ). Hence “boldboys” is high compliment on this 
poet’s lips. 

But for all their daring the youths, flower of human life, and 
the men, its sturdy hardened trunk, are alike to be destroyed by 
the tempest. 


The Storm ( 11 . 17-32) 

Hopkins’ genius for contrast dexterously exploits the fact that 
the boat was wrecked not by a storm arisen on the high seas 
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(11. 1 7- 1 8), 19 but by a savage gale off land, and their own land, 
England ( 11 . 19-20) ! That which should have been their refuge 
becomes their ruin. They are in a manner betrayed. 

In these lines that “beat and breathe in power” even such 
strong alliteration as “Home was hard at hand” passes without 
note, is natural and effective. The special function of alliteration 
in Hopkins is explained in another essay of this book; here it will 
be enough to say that he had no inhibitions in regard to its use. 
Alliteration, even “thickly” used, he considered not vulgarity, but 
a “grace” (N 242-243). “One may indeed doubt,” he wrote in 
his lecture notes (N 243), “whether a good ear is satisfied with 
our verse without it.” 

Pure beauty (which, moreover, owes nothing to alliteration!) 
is line 2 1 : “And you were a liar, O blue March day.” It is not 
original, certainly, to address a personified day; practically every 
poet has done this early or late in his career. It is, however, suf- 
ficiently unusual to address a day with such a splendid insult — 
to give it the lie. 20 

This and the following line “haunted” Canon Dixon on his 
own admission. They seemed to him “more English-Greek than 
Milton.” However, he misread the second line as “Bright, sun- 
lanced fire of the heavenly bay” (D 32. March 1, 1880). Hopkins 
answered : 

In one point I seem to have your admiration on false pretences. 
What I wrote was 

Bright sun lanced fire in the heavenly bay, etc. — that is/ 

a bright sun was darting fire from the bay of heaven, but that was 
of no avail, for did not a fatal north wind . . . and so on. 21 

19 “Overwrought” in 1 . 17 is a happy choice. The squall is pictured as 
capable of wearing down the strength of a ship, of exhausting it with 
wrestling and “ruinous shock.” 

20 The deceitful character of weather at sea has been stigmatized by poets 
from classical times down. Cf. Lucretius’ “subdola cum ridet placidi pellacia 
ponti” (De Rerum Natura , Bk. II, 1 . 559). 

21 D 33 (May 14, 1880). Hopkins’ own version of 1 . 22 contrasts better 
with 1 . 24 and is more dramatic, but Dixon’s blunder version beautifully sup- 
ports the otherwise isolated 1. 2 1 . 
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In the last two lines of this stanza ( 11 . 23-24) “Boreas” is a 
pleasing use of a proper name in an indefinite sense. “Black 
Boreas” also evokes the image of black clouds, but directly that 
of a black wind — a breath-taking vision! Yet the detail really 
crying out for comment in these lines is the rhyming of “wrecked 
her? he C” with “electric.” 22 “Some of my rhymes,” Hopkins 
confides to Bridges (B 180. May 11, 1883), 

I regret, but they are past changing, grubs in amber; there are 
only a few of these; 

Others are unassailable; 

Some others again there are which malignity may munch at but 
the Muses love. 

We wonder how he would have classified the rhyme in question 
here. 

It would be out of place in this essay to go into a lengthy dis- 
cussion of Hopkins’ views on imperfect rhymes. We must content 
ourselves with one immediately applicable quotation. “There is 
more licence,” he tells us, “in double rhymes [where two syllables 
rhyme with two] and when there are several consonants instead 
of one, as balance, talons, gallants, which are almost as good as 
perfect rhymes.” 23 Many of his malignity-munched rhymes were 
justified to his own satisfaction by this principle; thus in the 
Eurydice “England” and “mingle? and” ( 11 . 25-26), “thither” 
and “with her” (11. 43-44), “captain” and “wrapped in” (11. 
45-46), etc. 

The “offending” rhyme in lines 23-25 has at least this one im- 
portant merit: it speeds the tempo of lines 23-24, leads the reader 
to begin the next stanza too (“A beetling,”) at a rapid clip, and 
so puts one at once into the feel of the onrushing tempest. This is 
now driving over England in the form of a lowering cloud topped 

22 There are in this same poem two other examples of “rove over” rhymes 
(II.67-68 and H.91-92), but in them the rhyming sounds more nearly 
approximate each other. 

as N 245. Double rhymes are defined on p. 244. 
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with gleaming white. 24 Soon, however, not one storm alone is in- 
volved, but, as it would seem, a veritable conspiracy of them. 
High in the heavily charged air, roped hail clouds 25 are energeti- 
cally producing their pebble-shaped missiles, 26 while dry, hard, 
biting storm-snow, great quantities of it, winds itself there in the 
wild sky — winds itself, that is, coils itself like snakes prepared to 
spring, or gathers itself as if on a giant windlass in order that 
when the doom hour strikes it may “off wild winch whirl, and 
pour And pelt death , till none’s to spill nor spend.” 27 

The above interpretation may not be in every detail precise, 
but mindful of Hopkins’ dictum (N 286) that it is “contemptible 
... to give up at the first hearing of a hard passage,” we have 
made what we think a proper effort at unraveling this teasing 
air-tangle. 

The next stanza ( 11 . 29-32) on the contrary, offers little 
difficulty to the intellect, though it calls for a few topographical 
notes. 28 All the places named by Hopkins are to be found on the 
Isle of Wight off the southern coast of England. Carisbrooke 
Castle is situated one mile from Newport. It is an ancient Norman 
structure, famous particularly as being the place where Charles I 
was imprisoned for almost a year. The lofty keep is besides of 
special architectural interest. Appuldurcombe 29 is famous for its 
park, long the seat of the Worsley Family. In a line with the other 
two places, but on the southern coast of the island is Ventnor, a 

24 Perhaps, though, Hopkins is saying that the whole cloud was shiny in 
its smoothness. Squall clouds can be light gray, especially when they break. 

25 Gf. N 150, where Hopkins describes a cloud “roped like a heavy cable.” 
On the other hand, in his early poem A Voice from the World he speaks 
of “strings of rain” (N 17). The hailropes may have been not clouds or cloud 
parts but “shadowtackle” within the cloud. 

20 That the “Heavengravel” is for a sinister purpose may be gathered from 
the poet’s previously chosen word, “grimstones” (Cf. B 54. May 30, 1878). 

27 The Sea and the Skylark , which, of course, has “music” in place of 
“death.” (Cf. Glossary in this book, ad loc., for somewhat different interpreta- 
tion. — Editor.) 

28 The information in this paragraph is taken from The Blue Guides: 
England . Ed. by Findlay Muirhead (London, Macmillan, 1930), pp. 88-91. 

29 Hopkins’ spelling is more quaintly suggestive. Hopkins* sketch of a 
beech at “Appledurcombe” appears in N facing p. 48. It is dated July 25. 
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town of something over 6,000 inhabitants. This is a celebrated 
health resort charmingly perched on slopes overlooking the sea 
and just below the towering height of St. Boniface Down. This 
latter is the highest point on the Isle and so justifies Hopkins’ 
epithet of “aerial” (1. 7). 

The Capsizal ( 11 . 43-44) 

In lines 33-34 there is a hint of hybris, preparing us for trag- 
edy; then in 35-36 begins a terse but marvelously vivid descrip- 
tion of the actual foundering of the ship. We cannot but be struck 
by the dramatic directness of 

Sharp with her, shorten sail! 

Too late; lost; gone with the gale. 

However, we may have overlooked the fact that Hopkins is con- 
tinually thus capitalizing on the vividness of conversation and 
direct address. To illustrate from the Eurydice alone: in line 1 he 
addresses himself to God; lines 9-10 and 15-16 are rhetorical 
questions; in line 21 he addresses the personified day; lines 26-28 
contain rhetorical questions; lines 35-36 contain an imperative 
and the equivalent of an answer; there are direct quotations in 
lines 42, 52, and 55 ; the “Oh !” of line 7 1 is felt to be the exclama- 
tion of the rescued lad; line 77 has another imperative; lines 
85-104 draw vividness from their shift to the first person; lines 
1 01-104 have besides an indirect quotation and an imperative; 
in lines 105-106 the poet addresses first the mother of a drowned 
sailor, then the wife of the same or of another, then the sweetheart 
of another; in lines 1 1 1-1 16 he puts into their mouths a prayer 
addressed to Christ. Not surprising, then, that Hopkins should say 
that the Eurydice ought to be read “as if the paper were declaim- 
ing at you!” Hopkins, as was said in another of these studies, 
writes declamatory poetry, poetry in which strong stresses come 
naturally. 80 

30 Cf. the studies in this volume by Fr. Ong. (p. 93), and Fr. Noon 
(p. 252). — Editor. 
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In lines 39-40 occurs another example of Hopkins’ “counter- 
pointing” imagination: water is death and Death is a person. 
Most poets would have been content either to personify the water 
or to personify death, but Hopkins combines or counterpoints the 
two sets of harmonizing images. 81 

Line 41 is manifestly onomatopoeic: 

Then a lurch forward, frigate and men 82 

Onomatopoeic and climactic as well is line 44 in which the 
rhythmic fury of the gale and the “beat of endragonM seas” 
blend with the symmetry of pathetic feeling. In lines 43-44 the 
idea is that the ship which so far had been a kind shelter for the 
crew had now become their prison, their bonds, deadly cooperator 
in their destruction. 


Story of the Captain ( 11 . 45-56) 

This and the two following stanzas ( 11 . 45-52) are a revela- 
tion of the potentialities of sprung rhythm in the hands of a 
master craftsman. In these verses Hopkins opens all stops, so to 
speak, and as a result what a richness of rhyme, of assonance and 
alliteration, of onomatopoeia; and yet “How all’s to one thing 
wrought!” Surely verse could not go much further. 

It will be good to recall here that each foot, more or less like a 
bar of music, should have the same time value, though, of course, 
the equivalence is not to be pressed too rigidly. 38 We might 

31 Abbott is undoubtedly wrong in his conjectures about “mortholes” (see 
B 53. May 30, 1878, and note). It is merely Hopkins’ euphonic spelling of 
“mortals” pronounced so as to rhyme with “portholes.” The Latinism of 
“mortholes” would, besides, be most unlike Hopkins. 

32 Hopkins himself gives this scansion in B 52-53 (May 30, 1878). An- 
other verse which can cause trouble on first reading is 1 . 37. Hopkins scans 
this as follows: 

This was thit f 611 capsize 
See B 52 (May 30, 1878). 

33 “In Sprung Rhythm, as in logaoedic rhythm generally, the feet are 
assumed to be equally long or strong and their seeming inequality is made 
up by pause or stressing.” Hopkins in “Author’s Preface,” Poems, p. 4. 
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represent the “time” of 11. 45-52 as follows, letting either syllable 
of a two-syllable foot constitute unity. However, the second 
“beat 5 ’ of syllables marked “2” is really a pause before going on, 
rather than a prolongation of the sound. The stress, according to 
Hopkins, is for convenience’ sake always put on the first syllable 
of a foot, and is strongly marked. 34 

Marcus’ Hare/ high hercaptain* 

Kept t§ her— care-drowned and ’wrapped In* 

Cheer’s death, would * follow f t 

H& charge through the? champ-white vvater-in-a-wallow. 

All und^r Channel to bury \ beach her 
Cheeks: Right,’ rude of’featui^, 

He thought he* heard ’say 

‘Her cSmmand^r! and thou to$, and thou this* way.’ 35 

34 Cf. idem , pp. 1-2, and the reference given in note 12 above. 

35 The rhythm of the Eurydice , like that of many of Hopkins’ poems, 
has a tendency to become dipodic, and, in any case, has marked resem- 
blances to dipodic verse. At least this much appears proven by Harold 
Whitehall in a recent article (“Sprung Rhythm,” Kenyon Review , Summer 
! 944> PP* 332-354). Moreover, his general remarks on the central position in 
Hopkins’ poetic consideration of the “pattern of sound,” and the analogies 
of this with music seem to me very well said. Using Professor Whitehall’s 
system of notation (S indicates strong stress; L, light stress; o, zero stress, 
P or p, pause) I think the rhythm of 11. 45-52 could be represented more or 
less as follows: 

S O L p/ S O L O/ 

Marcus Hare, high her captain, 

SOOLp/S O L Of 
Kept to her — care-drowned and wrapped in 
SpPp / S O L O 

Cheer’s death, would follow 
0/ S O O L O/SOOOLO/ 

His charge through the champ-white water-in-a-wallow, 

S OO L OO/SOOO L O/ 

All under Channel to bury in a beach her 
Sp Lp/ S O L O 

Cheeks: Right, rude of feature, 

O/ SpP O/ Sp Lp 
He thought he heard say 

O 0/ S O O L O 0/ Sp O Lp 

‘Her commander! and thou too, and thou this way.* 
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In lines 45-56 we have the incident of Marcus Hare. The de- 
tails of these two stanzas, dexterously twined to beauty, seem to 
call for explication. Hare, the ship’s chief officer, stuck to his boat; 
and, although overwhelming sorrows, surging higher than the 
seas, had already drowned his hope, and despair had cloaked his 
heart of courage, he determined to follow the vessel committed to 
his care down through the tumbling, swirling, wallowing waves, 86 
white like the foam from the mouth of a charger. The Channel is, 
of course, the English Channel; the cheeks of the boat are the 
sides of the prow. 

The commander is an upright man, though physically and even 
mentally he is rough, unrefined. His conscience tells him that he 
ought to go down with his ship, that he too should go the under- 
water way of his vessel to a sandy grave. The rightness or wrong- 
ness of the objective action, the trueness or falseness of the cap- 
tain’s conscience would depend on circumstances and need not 
detain us here. In any case, he had the personal obligation of 
following his conscience, and this he did. 

In the following stanza ( 11 . 53-56) Hopkins moralizes: 
“ ‘even’ those who seem unconscientious will act the right part at a 
great push.” This brief paraphrase is an explanation by the poet 
himself given to Bridges. (B 53. May 30, 1878.) 


Story of Sydney Fletcher ( 11 . 57-72) 

There follows the anecdote concerning the rescue of Sydney 
Fletcher. The whirlpool formed by the sinking ship sucks him also 
down into its gully. He wrestles for his breath with the brownish 
water, 87 with the brown “Death,” which is surging and spouting 
everywhere around him, till through the Providence of God a 

3 ® “Water-in-a- wallow” is probably to be taken as structurally similar to 
the common slang expression “in-a-spin.” 

37 One suspects that Hopkins is fond of brown water. In Inversnatd the 
water is “horseback brown,” in On the Portrait of Two Beautiful Toung 
People we have “burling Barrow brown,” while in Epithalamion the river is 
“gluegold-brown.” 
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life preserver buoys him up to safety from the all-swallowing sea. 
Lines 65-68 tell us that after rising to the surface, to the “round 
air,” 38 he searches in vain for sight of land or rescue ship, his 
vision blinded by the snowstorm, which seems to wrinkle and 
shrink the atmosphere. However, after an hour of suffering he and 
a fellow crewman are rescued. For his part, he is so overcome with 
joyous emotion that he loses consciousness. 


The Sea-corpse ( 11 . 73-84) 

The next three stanzas ( 11 . 73-84), beginning with “they say 
who,” constitute the most beautiful passage in the poem, 39 The 
inscape, or inner order apparent to the poet in the drowned man, 
is brought before us with splendid clarity, the principal means 
being the selection of the salient characteristic, the quasi-essence 
of everything named. 

The dead man was “every inch a tar.” Perhaps the connotation 
of “tar” to some readers may be such as to break down the delicate 
growing pathos. Yet to a seafaring people like the British the word 
would doubtless arouse pleasant associations and thoughts of 
honor; the context would clinch this reaction. 

Remarkable always is the diction of Hopkins, teeming with 
homely Anglo-Saxon monosyllables, that give his poetry its real- 
ism, its vigor, its telling power “home at heart.” The role of 
monosyllables in rhythm based almost entirely on sense stress 
(as opposed to the arbitrary stresses found in poetry made up 
largely of polysyllabic words) is described in another essay of this 
book. 40 

Line 77 “Look, foot to forelock, how all things suit!” is com- 
parable to the opening lines of Morning Midday and Evening 
Sacrifice: 

38 Pleasing variant for “round sky” and accurate, for what but air is the 
hollow-seeming hemisphere of blue which we call the “sky”? 

89 This too is the opinion of Claude Colleer Abbott. See his note on B 48 
(Apr. 2 , 1878). 

40 Cf. Fr. Ong*s study, d. 93. 
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The dappled die-away 
Cheek and wimped lip, 

The gold-wisp, the airy-grey 
Eye, all in fellowship — 

This suiting of parts, this shining order in the dead sailor’s being is 
the inscape which takes Hopkins’ heart with beauty. His faithful 
performance of life’s tasks has strung the man, has tensed him to 
the point where he will as readily flash off beauty as a tuned 
violin string will emit exquisite notes. 

Hopkins held that there is in everything a principle of order, 
of design, which, however, meets resistance from recalcitrant 
matter. Rough handling may conceivably help subdue the forces 
of opposition so that the order may more completely dominate 
the whole being. A man living a hard, vigorous life would thus 
be “strung,” that is brought to the highest pitch of perfection his 
being could reach, and all the imperfections, the dross stemming 
from the resistance of the matter to its information or “flushing” 
by the spirit (which in man is the ultimate principle of order or 
pattern) could in this way be strained out. 

Part of the pattern or inscape of the sailor was his handsome 
tan, his “brown-as-dawning” skin. It is somewhat more conven- 
tional to think of the dawn as rose, but golden brown dawns, 
bronze dawns, russet dawns are, as anyone knows, not uncommon. 
In the first draft of these lines Hopkins had written “And russet- 
of-moming-skinned,” for which color he had the authority — if 
authority were needed — of Shakespeare himself. 41 

In his fragment No. 63 Hopkins tells of a lad whose cheeks 
. . . the forth and flaunting sun 
Had swarthed about with lion-brown 
Before the Spring was done. 

41 We have only to recall the familiar “mom, in russet mantle clad” of 
Hamlet I.1.166. In regard to the word “forelock” at the beginning of this 
stanza, we should note that the forelock was in itself a symbol of beauty to 
Hopkins. Cf. On the Portrait of Two Beautiful Young People, 
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But the sailor’s brown was d\e not alone to the beating sun rays, 
but came about “With brine and shine and whirling wind.” This 
line, like the similarly constructed line 44, is imitative and should 
be read whirlingly, so to speak. 

In the following stanza we reach the climax of this section of 
the poem, the part dealing with the external and visible ship- 
wreck. Deep, intensely deep emotion charges these restrained 
verses. With his customary fineness of insight Hopkins picks out 
those precise features of the dead man which best illustrate his 
peculiar worth and merits. His fingers are, more than most men’s, 
quick and dexterous from tying and untying knots; his hand is 
roughened by toil but, far from disfigured, it reveals new and 
unexpected harmonies of flesh and muscle and bone as it closes in 
manly firmness over a sea rope. He has mastered the art of sailing, 
he has acquired golden experience, glorious capacities for future 
success in his life’s calling. Future? Ah, there shall be now no 
future, not one more mile of joyous sailoring. His talents sleep in 
his soul-forsaken body — in his bones, sturdiness, in his muscles, 
“sinew-service” — sleep “and will not waken.” 

Thoughts on Spiritual Shipwreck ( 11 . 85-96) 

Sad as is the fate of this poor boy, his story is but a type of a 
far greater tragedy: the shipwreck of English souls — truly a call 
to constant mourning. What disastrous thing has brought about 
this harm to his countrymen? It is the Protestant Reformation of 
Henry, Edward, and Elizabeth. 

How many sad results from this : the confiscation of the mag- 
nificent old cathedrals and abbeys, the failure to preserve them 
and their consequent falling into ruin and decay, or else preserva- 
tion and care not by the true owners, the priests and nuns, but 
by looting nobles, who put these holy places to profane uses. 
Glorious shrines, goal of pilgrimages, 

And not from purple Wales only nor from elmy England, 

But from beyond seas, Erin, France and Flanders, everywhere 42 

42 St. Winef red’s Well, 11 . 1 1-12 fr. end of fragment; Poems, p. 79. 



“the loss of the eurydice” 327 

are now sadly abandoned, if noi desecrated. Such the fate of 
Canterbury, such the fate of Walsingham. 

All this, indeed, is a dreadful consequence of the Reformation 
in England, but it is an ancient evil and the poet would willingly 
forget it, but there is something worse which he cannot forget, a 
catastrophe borne in upon him and recapitulated by the loss of 
the Eurydice. Not alone temples built with hands, but the God- 
erected temples of the Holy Spirit, men, human beings, are com- 
ing to spiritual ruin, like these daring sailormen and lads so dear 
in their natural value and selfworth. Ruined because they lacked 
— too, too many of them — the grace by which they would have 
“put on Christ, 55 the “Christing 55 grace; for this, if they had still 
possessed it at the moment of death, would have spelt for them 
eternal salvation. Not that many, perhaps, of these unfortunate 
men were not saved, although “listed to a heresy here 55 43 and so 
cut off from the true Church, the mother of grace; but saved with 
how much greater difficulty and by what devious ways. 


Glories of the Past ( 11 . 97-104) 

Surely a theme for deep lament. Why did the all-mastering 
Christ permit it? the tearing of the seamless robe, the rending of 
his countrymen from the unity of the Mystical Christ. These 
Englishmen, moreover, in the olden days were steeped in Catholic 
Truth and alert to the stimulus of divine inspirations. A token of 
this would be the fact that “in Catholic times Walsingham Way 
was a name for the Milky Way, as being supposed a fingerpost to 
our Lady’s shrine at Walsingham 55 (B 53. May 30, 1878). These 
are Hopkins 5 own words. In another letter to Bridges he explains 
the “And one 55 of line 103 and shows the unity of the stanza. “The 
One of the Eurydice, 55 he writes, 

43 Henry Purcell. Gf. note 20 above. For a description of grace and its 
effects by Hopkins, see N 332 and 337. is appropriate to cite here the words 
which Hopkins put into the mouth of the “Professor” in his dialogue On the 
Origin of Beauty : “. . . almost all works of art imply knowledge of things 
external to themselves in the mind of the critic — in fact all do . . .” (N68). 
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is Duns Scotus, on whom I have a sonnet lately done which I will 
send you. The thought is: the island was so Marian that the very 
Milky Way we made a roadmark to that person’s shrine and from 
one of our seats of learning (to wit the above) went forth the first 
great champion of her Immaculate Conception, now in our days 
made an article of faith. 44 

Founded in the time of Edward the Confessor, this Walsingham 
of which Hopkins speaks was from the first a celebrated place of 
pilgrimage until its destruction by Henry VIII in 1538. To it 
came pilgrims from every quarter of Europe, kings and com- 
moners, rich and poor. Hither from Cambridge in the year 15 1 1 
came Erasmus with pious offering of Greek verses. In July 1538 
this rich shrine was seized, and its treasures were carried away. 
Later a private residence was built on the spot where the shrine 
had stood. 45 

In line 103 the poet interrupts himself: “Let be, let be.” Do 
not waste time bewailing withered glories. God, who never 
permits evil except that He may draw good therefrom, would not 
have allowed this sundering of England from the unity of Christ- 
endom had He not planned in some way to restore it with 
splendors on a yet grander scale. 46 

44 B 77 (Apr. 8, 1879). The letter is headed “Oxford.” Hopkins rejoices 
in these manifestations of English piety because he is at once both an ardent 
Catholic and a great patriot. On his patriotism cf., e.g., the Deutschland, 
stanza 35, No. 44, No. 59, B 131 (June 16, 1881), B 231 (Oct. 13, 1886), 
and L 1 40-1 42. 

45 Joseph Clayton, The Catholic Encyclopedia. Special ed. (Encyclopedia 
Press, copyright 1913), article, “Walsingham Priory,” p. 543. 

46 This, we think, is the answer to the “why” of 1 . 98. W. H. Gardner’s self- 
rejected hypothesis of a “veiled rebuke to the Deity” has no real probability 
at all. See W. H. Gardner’s essay “The Wreck of the Deutschland” in Essays 
and Studies of English Association, 21 (Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1936), 
p. 147. The “hoar-hallowed” shrine of Walsingham is again the object of 
pilgrimage. S/Sgt. Albert J. Hebert, Jr., whose home is in New Orleans, 
Louisiana, writes from the British Isles: “On my leave I not only saw Glasgow 
and Edinburgh, but was privileged to make a rather modern, train-transferring 
pilgrimage by myself to the little ancient town of Walsingham. ... Of the 
once magnificent Augustinian Priory only a few ruins remain . . . the church 
of the original shrine is not in Catholic hands but is well preserved, and the 
grounds are in good care. Thru the town of little streets and old walls and 










